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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 
Written for National Ban Fiction Novella Writing Month [Biffno for simplicity\'s sake] 2007, this is probably my 
longest multi-chapter story ever. Ever ever. It was hard work, but also a great deal of fun. Based loosely 


[very, very loosely] on some of the fantasy sequences in The Song Remains the Same. 


The Druid was, for the most part, disappointed in his village. It wasn't a bad place, as villages went. It was 
nestled in the wide, green pastured valley that formed between two great and rolling hills. Around fifteen, 
loosely scattered huts gathered around the great circle that served as the village meeting place. And-to the 
Druid's mind-those very same huts were one of the chief problems. Other villages already had great halls and 
proper, wooden dwellings. Their tanners and shoemakers and sheep herders and the whole ghastly mess of 
people that made up a village had decent places to live and work. Some even had signs hanging above their 


doors. Doors. Not flaps, not wide, gaping holes. Actual doors. 
He lived in a tent, by the gods' dirty great beards. 


And so, one fine morning, he poured himself all-together too much consecrated mead and stumbled out in the 


grey misted chill towards the tent of the village historian and bard. Decent fellow. His name was John Paul. The 
Druid would have preferred a less Christian name for him, but John Paul never quite agreed to be known as 


The Bard or The Historian or anything of the sort. 


"Well, | suppose | could call you Jones's Son. Has a nice ring to it, Jones. Not quite as Biblical. Your father 
should've named you after himself. Spared you this trouble." 


John Paul's lips twitched at the corners. It seemed he never quite smiled, but you could always tell when he 
meant it. "You're the only one who seems to have any kind of problem with it." And he would've paused here, 


because he always did before using the druid's given name. "James." No one else ever called him James. 
No, he was The Druid. That's what he did and that's who he was, James be damned. 


And John Paul did become Jones's Son and Jones's Son eventually became Jonesy and then no one in the village 


called him John Paul anymore and the Druid was a happy man 


He pushed aside the flap-a flap, not a door, a flap-to Jonesy's tent and flopped down on the first empty 
corner he could find. Stacks of manuscripts, parchment, vellum, and assorted ink bottles and quills and 
apparatuses the Druid couldn't even identify littered the space. What little space was left was filled with a 
crude cot (one end of which was also buried under books and writing tools), a writing table, a chair, and 
musical instruments. They leaned against the tent walls and hung down and piled up and every single one was 
tuned and clean and well cared for: Lutes, mandolins, harps, bagpipes, tambourines, exotic foreign instruments 


from Jonesy's travels, even spoons. 

The Druid reached out to finger the neck of a lute. "Why did you come to this village anyway?" 

Jonesy never looked up from his desk He scraped the tip of his quill over a stone and then dipped it into an ink 
bottle, slowly, methodically, taking care to spill not one drop. The tip of the quill slid and scratched over vellum. 


"| like these hills. | like this village. It's simple." 


"But you've travelled the world. You can read and write and you've got some manor somewhere that you stand 


to inherit” He took a long pull of mead. "Seems a waste to come to this... this hobble." 
"| like this hobble." 
"Well | don't." 


Jonesy dotted an i with a flourish. "No, | suppose you don't" He set down his quill and turned to face the Druid. 
"What do you want, Jimmy?" 


"You bastard" The Druid smiled. "Don't call me that." 


"Very well. What do you want, O Druid?" 


Now there was a good question. There were several answers he could give, but by the candlelit hush of 
Jonesy's tent it all seemed rather childish and tired. He wanted the village to be a proper village. He wanted a 
great hall and wooden buildings and maybe some cobblestones and signs and a fountain, yes, a fountain would 
be nice. He wanted an influx of people and he wanted a clergyman to show up just so that he could sail down 
upon him in black and declare that the Holy Mother Church was not welcome there and he would have a 
proper house, at the outskirts of the village, just beyond the gates and the wall he would build around it and 


he would be properly shadowy and mysterious and it would all be glorious. 
He wouldn't be living in a tent. 


"| want," he said. "| want.. What this place needs is.." He swirled the dregs of his mead along the bottom of his 
consecrated ram's head cup. He sipped them slowly. "This place needs... It needs.." He swallowed the remaining 
mead in one gulp. Tossing back his head-particularly when well lubricated with spirits—always yielded the most 


mystic conclusions, to his mind. "A hero! This place needs a hero." 
"A hero?" 
"Yes." 


Why not? It wasn't such a bad idea; perhaps not one of his more mystical ones, but certainly not without 
merit. A hero would mean fame beyond the hills. A hero would put the village on the map, and, once on the 
ruddy map, the village would be linked to a road and that road would link to a major road and then an influx of 
people would pour in and look around and declare, "Well we can't very well live in these tatty old tents, can 
we?" and they would build proper, wooden buildings and a great hall and a fountain and a wall and the Druid 
would move outside, to a proper house and he would be aloof and distant and people would fear to venture 
beyond the walls to seek his advice. They would most certainly not trudge by his tent every morning with a 
wave and a, "Good morrow to you, Druid," as if he were just one more sheep herder or tanner or whatever 


else all these people did with their days and- 


"Yes, a hero." He clambered to his feet. As he paced, he pushed back his hair. "A simple local lad, preferably 
blond, who will bring glory and fame to his village by.. by.." He stopped, hands raised and fingers curled in mid- 
gesture. "Is there a war going on?" 


Jonesy picked up a rag and a bottle of oil. He cradled a lute on his lap and set about polishing it. "Give it a few 


days. I'm sure someone will start one. Though it's beyond me why-" 


The Druid waved Jonesy into silence, one wrist flapping toward him, his free hand stroking his jaw. He had no 
beard. He was rather proud of that fact. He cut a rather striking figure, dark haired and beardless, whenever 
he met up with other druids. It certainly helped that, at only thirty-two winters upon his feet, he was younger 
than most druids. 


"No, no," he said. "A war's too messy. Our hero could very well end up dead, or, worse, on the losing side. No, 


no. Far too risky. It could potentially embarrass us." 


"Anything could potentially embarrass us." Jonesy rubbed at a stubborn drip of wax. "And anything could kill 


your, ah, hero." 


The Druid gazed quietly at Jonesy. He never seemed all that excited about anything, not for as long as the 
Druid had known him, and that had been well before either of them had happened upon this valley and its 
unfortunately content village. Jonesy was always calm and thoughtful and even went so far as to give the 
impression that the world bored the ever-loving stuffing right out of him. But he had never, in all the years 
the Druid had known him, outright told him, "Don't do this." He would instead suggest a better way To do it, an 


alternate method, a more refined plan. 


Books and papers rustled somewhat as the Druid sat at the edge of Jonesy's cot. "How would you go about 


making us a hero?" 

Jonesy set aside his lute. "Well." 

He let the word hang in the air as he stood and began to look through his books. He moved a few heavy, 
decorated tomes aside and brought out several rolls of parchment. He read through them slowly, turning each 


aside as if he were alone and had all the time in the world. 


The Druid knew better than to bother him. He stretched out on the cot and closed his eyes and let the mead 


push his brain into warm, infinite darkness. 


Jonesy would find the answer. 


Chapter Two 


Robert had a dog and he had a tent and he had goats. As far as he was concerned, that was all he needed in 
life. Well, maybe a wife, some fine day, and a few children who would also love dogs and tents and goats. There 


certainly was no need to complicate things any further than that. Robert's life was simple and quiet and steady 


and that suited him just fine. 


So it was with a little trepidation that Robert watched the village druid approach his tent. For the most part, 
the Druid left him alone, and Robert returned the favour and things got on pretty well between them. But 
every now and then-and usually right after supper, when all Robert wanted was a quiet drink and his dog 
Strider by his feet-the Druid would scramble up toward him, long black robes bunched up in his hands and 
around his pale, skinny legs, and suggest something outlandish such as, "You know, there's more to life than 


goats" or "What this corner of the village needs is a wall; a nice, big wall. 


"| like my goats," Robert would say, or "I just can't see the need for a wall. It would rather destroy the point 
of living in the hills, dont you think?" 


The Druid would leave then, slip-sliding his way down the loose gravel and grass, and it would be a good week 


before he would be at it again. 


Strider no longer even raised his head at the sound of the Druid's approach. He would rumble deep within his 
throat, a ghost bark that never quite materialized, as if he knew his duty but couldn't truly be bothered with 
it anymore. The Druid never turned back when barked at, and he always left anyway, so Strider figured nothing 
else was required of him. Today was no exception. One ear twitched as the Druid's faltering steps rang out 


from below, and then he rumbled deep within his throat. 


Robert bent down to rub the deep grooves behind Strider's ears. "Well, here he comes.. Wonder what he wants 


Today?" 


Dishevelled and somewhat winded, the Druid finally crowned the sharp incline that led to Robert's tent. A 
passing goat sniffed at the Druid's legs, only to be shoved aside with some impatience as he came to stand 
before Robert. They looked at each other for a while, and just when Robert had begun to find the silence 
embarrassing the Druid said, "What if | told you there is a beautiful woman trapped in a tower several days' 


journey from here?" 
Well, that was certainly more outlandish than usual. 


"Um, ah, | guess | would feel very sorry for her." The Druid frowned at this, so Robert added, "And I'd 


certainly hope someone would try to help her.” 


"Would you help her?" 


Robert's arm paused in mid-air, mugful of beer half-way to his lips. "Me?" He gulped down a quick pull of beer 
and ran the back of his hand over his mouth. "Are you daft, man? | herd goats. How could | possibly save a-" 


"But you might like to?" The Druid reached out and took one lock of Robert's hair between his fingers. He 
turned it this way and that in the sun, eyes thoughtful and lips set in a straight line. "You would help her, if 


you could?" 
"What are you-?" 
The Druid dropped the lock of hair he had been holding up to the light. "I think you would” 


It was maddening, how he seemed impervious to the fact that he was standing in thick, black robes amidst 
goats and a dog and a man who kept blinking up at him. A man whose hair the druid kept reaching out to 
finger and then drop. He rubbed one lock between thumb and index finger, then folded his arms into the large 


sleeves of his robes. 


"Now look here," Robert said. But that was all he managed to say before the Druid had already turned away 


and begun his unsteady descent down the incline. 
‘| must consult.. the spirits," he called back. 


Robert sat in dumbfounded silence. 


In the days that followed he devoted all together too much time to telling himself that he was not thinking 
about the Druid's odd behaviour. He stood looking out at his goats as they grazed and scrambled about and he 
reminded himself that he should not be wasting time trying to decipher what the Druid meant. He sheared his 
goats and bathed his goats and counted his goats and stared into the odd, odd eyes of his goats and told 
himself over and over to stop thinking about the Druid. 


By the time a week had passed he almost hoped the Druid would come up to his tent, just so that he could 
growl out, "Now look here, you bastard, what in the gods' arses did you mean by all that cryptic nonsense you 


spewed at me?" 
Instead of the Druid, he got Jonesy. 


The man made his way up the incline slowly. He never stumbled or faltered or had to look down to make sure 

he wasn't taking a wrong step. In his hands he carried a large, leather bound book Nothing fancy about it, just 
an expertly tooled leather cover and two long strips with which to tie one end to the other. He held it against 

his chest, cradling it close to him as he came up and stood gazing down at Robert. The gaze made him want to 
squirm, and it sure did remind him that he hadn't bathed properly in more than a day and that his hair was 


rather matted and his clothes and his shoes were caked with mud and grass. 


He looked up at Jonesy and hoped that his face said, "I'm a dirty, smelly goat herder, and I'm proud of it” 


"Your name is Robert, correct?" Jonesy said. 

"Erm, yes. Yes, that's my name. Why-?" 

"Was your father a goat herder as well?" 

"My father..?" Robert scratched the back of his neck. "He made candle moulds, mostly, and he-" 


Jonesy flipped open his book with a smart flick of his wrist. He sat on a nearby outcropping of rock and pulled 
an ink bottle and a quill from within the folds of his simple, brown robes. He set the ink bottle down and dipped 
in the quill. Once saturated, he raised the quill, paused, licked his lips, and then brought the tip down onto the 
page with a deep, determined scratch. 


"We'll start there,” he said. "Humble beginnings. People like humble beginnings." 
"Beginnings to what..?" 


"To heroic epics." Jonesy looked up from his work. "The Druid paid you a visit, true?" He took Robert's 
stammer for a yes and plunged on. "He has entrusted me with the task of recording your entire journey, so 


that it may in time become an epic ballad of strategic fame and use." 
"Journey..2" 


"Yes, journey. You shall be rescuing." His quill came to a stop as he flipped back to the first page and read out 
a name. "The Princess Creiddylad. She's locked up in a tower down by.." He pulled a piece of parchment from his 
pocket. "Radnor Forest. Yes, | believe that is correct. Creiddylad at Radnor Forest. She's been there for nearly 
two years, you know. | have it on good authority that many have failed to rescue her. However, | have also 


been assured that the obstacles leading to her do not involve, for example, dragons." 


"That's because dragons don't exist," Robert said. His voice sounded weak and brittle, as if it were coming from 
somewhere below or behind him. Certainly not from him. He was just a limp, boneless body slumped on a bench. 
The hand belonging to his limp and boneless body sought out the ear of his dog. It landed instead somewhere 
by Strider's neck, where it stayed as Robert stared at Jonesy. 


Journey. Princess. Tower. Rescue. Dragons. No, none of it made any sense. Especially not the word princess. 
Rescue was rather alarming all on its own. Rescue? He was a goat herder, it wasn't his job to go about 


rescuing anyone, let alone princesses up in towers. 


"We leave tomorrow," Jonesy said. He scratched out a few last words, then shut the book with a final sounding 
thump. "Jim-the Druid mentioned you might need some time to recover from the shock. My personal opinion is 


that you are in need of a good, long bath." 


Robert's mind caught up with Jonesy's words. His eyebrows knotted down over his eyes. "Leave? Tomorrow? 
Listen, man, l'm not going anywhere. | am a goat herder, you understand me? | do not rescue princesses and | 
do not go galloping off to Radnor Forest and | most certainly do not leave this village tomorrow or any other 


day. And you'll make that perfectly clear to that pox-ridden Druid, you hear me? | am not going anywhere." 
Jonesy heard him out with his arms folded over his book. He nodded once Robert had finished, then stood. 


"The Druid also mentioned that this might be your reaction. Therefore, he has requested that | inform you 


that if you do not leave tomorrow he will burn down your tent and run your goats into the hills." 
"He wouldn't—!" 


"He would, and he will. You have been warned, sir." Jonesy bowed. "A good day to you. I'd draw a bath, then eat 


a good, square meal. Pack well, but pack light. | will provide most of what we will need" 


Robert dearly wanted to shout, to run after Jonesy and whirl him around and demand some explanation or 
maybe just land a punch along his jaw or maybe both or maybe he just wanted to start laughing and tell both 


Jonesy and the Druid to go swallow some fire ants and a pox on this whole rescuing princesses mess. 
But Robert did none of those things. 


He sat outside his tent and watched as the sun seemed to follow Jonesy down the hill. All around him he could 
feel his goats-their hooves as they clipped over stones and their brass bells and their soft bleats and their 

rank, wet fur and their weight upon the earth. And he pictured his little mound of a world burning and he had 
no doubt that the Druid would indeed burn it all down, it and all of his goats and Strider and anything else that 


came in between. 


"Lords love me," he breathed. "What did | ever do to that man?" 


Chapter Three 


Once, long ago- 

"Jonesy, we set out just today." 

"It will be ‘long ago' once this has all ended, won't it?" 
"| suppose, yes... 


"Then pray do not interrupt. Continue eating and just leave the business of writing this all down to me. Now, 


where was I..? Ah yes." 


Once, long ago, a brave man rode forth from his village in the hills. He carried with him only a sword and a shield, 
and this was all that he needed, for he was a very brave man. He rode for days and nights, through sun and rain, 


in search of adventure. And- 


Jonesy paused. He chewed the feathered end of his quill and frowned at the words he had written. They were 
little more than fancy looking squiggles to Robert, with an even fancier squiggle near the top. Jonesy reached 
out for his flagon of ale and took a long, thoughtful drink After a while, he scratched out a few lines and 


began writing once more. 


They had pulled into a roadside inn a few hours after sunset. The hero business, from what Robert had seen 
of it thus far, seemed no different than any other trip. Their horses were packed with dry fruit and nuts and 
water and a few pieces of salted meat. They had bedding and changes of clothes and even one bag of feed for 
the horses, just in case. Several miles out on their journey, and they had yet to camp out under the stars. 


Jonesy seemed to have enough money to set them up at an inn or random church for the whole trip. 

All in all, not quite what Robert had pictured when he had been ordered to become a hero. 

He drank his ale and rested his chin on his palm and wondered how his goats were getting along. His neighbour 
down the way, Whitford, had offered to look after his goats and Strider while he was gone. He was an all right 
man, Whitford. A bit paranoid, but otherwise all right. 


"We're being watched, you know," Whitford whispered to him. He slid up to Robert as he saddled his horse, 
eyes darting left to right. "They're always watching. Them thrice accursed Hill People." 


"They have all the right to live up on those hills, you know." 


Whitford spat. "Thrice accursed Hill People. Their houses are bigger, you know. Fancy-mamby pansies, the lot of 
them. Thinks they's better than us, right? And they can see right down into this village, just waiting...” 


What, exactly, the Hill People were waiting for, Whitford never quite said. But it was bad news all around, and it 
was always one step away from Whitford's mind. As was the fact that the Hill People (who, from what Robert 
had heard tell, actually liked to call themselves The People of the Rising Sun; not that he was ever going to 
argue this point with Whitford) had better houses and better crops and better herds and better mead and a 
better Druid. This fact-imagined or not-filled Whitford with a great deal of pride in his small village and a 
great deal of hatred for its Druid 


"Useless Druid. When has he ever done anything useful? Just sits about and drinks. We'll never get anywhere 


with a Druid like that. And the Hill People are always watching and waiting... 


Paranoid, yes. Which made him the perfect man to keep an eye on Robert's tent and his goats and poor 
Strider, who was likely covering his ears and whining as Whitford detailed all the many, many shortcomings of 
the Hill People and the Druid and anything else Whitford felt had shortcomings. 


"How long do you think itll take us to reach Radnor Forest?" 

Jonesy turned a page and continued writing. His free hand felt along the table until it closed around a piece of 
bread. He took one absentminded bite (all while still writing as if devils were chasing his hand), chewed 
thoroughly, and, once his mouth was clear, said, "A week, at best. This weather might not hold, and we'll be 
holed up for a while if it starts raining heavily.” 

"Seems to me a hero would slug through it" 

‘Oh, you will" He set down the bread and had a very long yet very polite drink of ale. "It's all here in the story 
already. You've, ah, slugged, as you put it, through a storm that flooded an entire valley, so that the people 
cheered you on as they stood on their rooftops.” 


"My word.. And | didn't save anyone?" 


"A small child. | shall commission an illustration of her clinging to your neck as you leap from roof to roof on 
Gwalchmei." 


"Who's Gwalchmei?" 


"Your horse." 


Robert left it at that. The more questions he asked, the more the answers mystified him. He wondered if he 
would be required to call his horse Gwalchmei from here on. Probably not. All he had to do, apparently, was go 
along with Jonesy to Radnor Forest. All the heroic details would be added later. There probably was no princess. 
Or, if there was, her danger was likely a locked door and an irate father. Jonesy would likely pay the man to let 
them take his daughter away and... and.. 


"Is there even really a princess?" 


"Yes, there is." A serving girl passed by their table, and Jonesy requested a third round of drinks. A coin 
passed from his palm to the girl's, and Robert wondered-not for the first time-just how much money Jonesy 
actually had. "And her name really is Creiddylad, although | have no clear idea what she looks like." 


"Do | have to.." Robert lowered his voice. The man across from their table had already given them three 


funny looks. "Do | have to marry her? Because, you know, | just don't feel as if-" 


Jonesy looked up sharply. "Marry her?" His calm, emotionless expression fell, and Robert saw what was clearly 
panic flicker through Jonesy's face. "By the goddesses’ braids, | forgot about that!" He chewed on his lower lip. 
"You would, you know, have to marry her. It's part of the rescue deal." 


"But | can't-!" 
"I know." He reached out for his flagon. When he saw it was empty, he reached for the bread instead. He tore 
off a large hunk and chewed on it thoroughly and quickly. As he chewed, his expression travelled from panic to 


concern to deep thought and then right back to calm and emotionless. He swallowed. 


"We'll figure something out," he said. "Nothing is done or written yet. Let's just get you to Radnor Forest” 


Chapter Four 


And so, Robert rode forth on his quest, galloping across the misty mountains and down into the dark valleys, and 
his heart and his mind were always with the fair Creiddylad, whose sweet voice he could hear even as all around 


him rose the sound of- 
"Oh crap!" 


Robert checked his horse in place at the sound of Jonesy's voice. He craned his neck to make sure nothing dire 
had befallen his multi-tasking (at times he rode, wrote, and ate lunch all in one precariously balanced go), silent 
companion, and was glad to see that the peril consisted mostly of flies buzzing about Jonesy's head. His hands 


flapped at the air, quill feather fluttering with the motion 


"We're cooking that meat today," Jonesy said. "I've just about had it with these-No, get off! Shoo!-these pests 
and-Offl By the gods' toes rings, just-yes, we're eating that meat right now. Start a fire!" 


Flies notwithstanding, it had been a pretty good journey. Sun, air, a chance to see the world beyond the village. 
Trees, trees, and more trees, the Druid would say, but to Robert every tree seemed new and wonderful. 
Everywhere was green and thick with weeds and he could almost swear he felt spirits gathering all about 


them. The world smelled of rain and mud and the cloying sweetness of plant decay and growth. 
Robert almost felt like a hero. 


The wind played across his hair and he sat taller on his saddle. He almost drew his sword, but Jonesy's polite 
cough for attention stopped any such indulgence on its tracks. Rather silly, really, a grown man pulling out a 


sword for no reason. A goat herder at that. 


They ate in silence. Robert stretched out on his back and gazed up at the pockets of sunlight that gathered 
and broke apart among the leaves of an Elder. Jonesy remained hard at work on his embellished account of 
everything around them. The scratch of his quill against vellum lulled Robert into a state of half-sleep, half- 


aimless meditation. 

"Are you writing about the trees?" 

"No. I'm writing about your fly-free journey across the woods. You're about to spy fairies that'll flee in a 
gossamer shimmer ere you draw closer." He looked up and twitched his lips into what could almost pass for a 
smile. "Or something like that. | might change it to pixies." 


"Do they really exist? Pixies and faeries, | mean 


"No. 


All trace of expression had left Jonesy's face. His lips remained in a straight line as he worked, his scratching 
only interrupted by the need to dip the quill in ink How the man still had ink to spare, Robert couldn't tell. He 


worked quickly and efficiently, like a clerk, or a monk 
"So you don't believe in spirits? But you and the Druid-" 


"What the Druid believes is his own account. He believes a great deal many things which | don't. Chief among 
them his insistence that ghost cats are prowling around his tent. Cats. Honestly. Around his tent? All the way 
up in the hills? But he swears by it, and that makes it true for him and so it is true and so he hears those 


cats as clearly as you can hear me now." 


Not for the first time in his life, Robert wondered if maybe becoming a Druid required the loss of a certain 
degree of sanity. 


They rode out again in their customary silence. The hills rose and fell all around them, groves of Ash and 
Beech and Rowan thinning and thickening in turn as they advanced. Mountains rose further up ahead, and it 
seemed to Robert as if they never came any closer, no matter how many hours or days they spent on the 
road. What changed was the amount of mist that gathered about them. It was thick and white in the morning, 
grey and thin at early evening. It all but vanished during the day, unless rain was headed their way. Then it 
roiled and broke apart and gathered again, and Robert kept silent about his belief that maybe something more 
than mist gathered about those mountains. He kept silent about a great deal many things, mostly the nagging 
thought that if Jonesy could outright lie about their journey, then he could outright lie about his ever 


rescuing the princess as well. 


Creiddylad, Robert reminded himself. He wondered what she looked like. Probably blond. Pale. Beautiful as the 
stars are beautiful or as a fresh flower is beautiful, something lofty and far-away. Nothing a goat herder 


could ever hope to impress. 


"But that damn Druid will burn down my tent if | turn back, Gwalchmei." His horse twitched its ears at the 
name. It was female, but Robert had already had his fill of lies. He wanted the horse's name to be true at 
least, even if it was a male name. The horse didn't know any better anyway. "That's right, Gwalchmei. Because 


that Druid is not right in the head. Burning down a man's tent, | ask you." 


More hills and more trees and the ever-present mountains continued to drift alongside them as the fourth 


day wore down into late afternoon 

With a suddenness that snapped Robert out of a doze, Jonesy halted his horse. As Robert came alongside him, 
he saw why. A steep, craggy cliff yawned out below them. Jonesy turned his horse around, looking about them 
with a frown as he did so. He rummaged in his saddlebags for a map. 


He cursed under his breath. "We've gone off course. How did we go off course?" 


"We probably dozed all the way along." Robert yawned and stretched. "| thought you knew where you were 


going, so | simply followed." 


"| did know where | was going." Jonesy spurred his horse forward and back the way they had come. "Maybe 
they changed the road. We need to get back to a familiar place along it and then work our way from there." 
But his voice wasn't as sure as usual. He kept looking about him, brows furrowed over his eyes in confusion. 


"ve never seen this place before, and I've ridden this road time and time again It couldn't have..." 


His words died away as an echoing boom filled the air. It rose and fell in a steady rhythm, coming closer and 
closer with each thud boom boom thud and it wasn't long before Robert recognized what it was. 


"Drums," he said. 


"Gods," Jonesy said, apparently unaware that he was swearing by the very same things he claimed to not 


believe in. "I hope it's not an army. They'll want to know why we're wondering about with swords." 


Its not an army," Robert said. "Listen" The booms and thuds quickened, then slowed. He could just make out, 


weaving in and out between the drums, a flute. Perhaps a voice. "Its music." 


Jonesy brightened at that suggestion. "Music. Minstrels. This is good. If anyone should know their way among 
these roads, itll be minstrels." 


The music swelled as they made their way toward its source, and soon Robert could pick out a flute and a 
tambourine and, yes, voices, from among the drums. It was a single voice, trilling in a meandering yet melodic 
tune. The echoes it produced magnified and duplicated it till it seemed as if several people were singing at once. 


That had to be it. A sound like that couldn't possibly come from one throat. 

The song died out as soon as Robert and Jonesy rode into the grove of trees the minstrels had camped within 
A woman turned to look at Robert and, in that instant, he could hear several voices within his head, male and 
female and young and old, and they said, "Turn back" and "Go forward’ and "Forget about her" and "Never 
forget this moment" and "What is your name?" and "Remember" and "Robert" and he stared at her and felt 


something within him cower and grow still. 


"Bloody hells," a man said. "Close your mouth, or something's gonna crawl down there and set up house in yer 


stomach." 


The next instant, arms had closed about Robert's waist and he was lifted off Gwalchmei. She tossed her ears 


as Robert was flung unceremoniously over the speaker's left shoulder. 
"Wha-Now look here, you, put me down! What in the gods'- This is—" 


The man slapped his bum, then threw him to the ground. Jonesy, it seemed, had been likewise tossed about. He 
sat next to where Robert landed, pushing his hair out of his face and trying to look as aloof as he could 


muster. 

"Excuse me," he said. "We seem to have lost our way, and-" 

"Of course you lost your way," the woman said. 

There was nothing strange about her now, and Robert found himself wondering what had seemed so strange 
about her to begin with. She had long, thick black hair, loose and tumbling down her shoulders. Her skin was 
dark, and silver jewellery jangled and tinkled as she placed her hands on her hips. Her skirt swayed about as 
she moved, and Robert could see, just below the diaphanous fabric, that she also wore pants. Her face was 
plain and unadorned. She looked from Robert to Jonesy in a way that made Robert want to apologize for sitting 
on the grass-even if he had been tossed there against his will. 

"Where are you headed?" she said. 

"Radnor Forest," Jonesy said. 


"Ah. Of course." 


Jonesy's face remained pleasant, even with no smile on it. "| believe it would be a great deal more helpful to us 


if you weren't so vague." 


The man who had tossed Robert over his shoulder came to stand beside the woman. He had long black hair and 
a thick beard and a rather sizeable belly and Robert decided these must be gypsies. They looked outlandish 


enough. 
"Few people make it to Radnor Forest," the man said. "It's guarded, you see." 


"Yes, we know," Jonesy said. "By knights, who have been charged with keeping Princess Creiddylad under tight 


surveillance." 


"No," the woman said. "Not knights. By magic. The forest will not let you find it. You're not lost; you've simply 


lost your way." 
Jonesy stared at her in polite disbelief. 


Robert stared at her lips and tried to place her accent. Having never left his village before, his knowledge of 
accents ranged from Welsh to Not Welsh. But whatever her accent was, he liked it. It sounded like music, with 
little lilts to every word and a thickness to its vowels. 


The woman shrugged. "Whether you believe me or not, it is the truth. The forest is turning you away.” She 
looked at Robert, and the brown of her eyes did something impossible: It rippled, like water. Robert was certain 
of it. Only then she was gazing at him and her eyes were simply brown. Bright, but merely brown. She cocked 


her head to one side, then turned to look at Jonesy. "You still wish to reach Radnor Forest?" 
Jonesy nodded. 


"You must," the man said. "Or you wouldn't have run across us." He grinned. "You lucky bastards." 


Chapter Five 


Magic. 


The woman had used the word magic, and Jonesy had sat there on the floor and stared at her and Robert 
could tell that Jonesy was already writing these gypsies off as superstitious mountain people, no better than 
children. He sat by himself, well away from them. He wasn't even writing. He merely looked about and straight 
ahead of him as if he were waiting for a wagon into the next town or a ferry or anything that might take him 


away from that place. 
"Did she really mean it?" Robert said. 


The bearded man topped the plate he was eating from with extra helpings of sausage and potatoes. He ladled 
more onto Robert's plate as well. His name was John Bonham, which didn't strike Robert as particularly gypsy. 
He slapped Robert's back and said to call him Bonzo everybody does and you will too and that sounded gypsy 
enough to Robert. He liked the man. John Bonham-Bonzo-made his face break into a smile even before he knew 


why he was smiling. 


"Mean what?" Bonzo said. "The bit about the forest?" He jabbed one finger below his lips and rubbed it against 
his canines. "Aye, she did” 


"So, the part about magic..." 

"is true as well. Bloody Hell, | thought everybody knew." 

"| don't get out much." 

| can see that! You could use some more meat in your bones as well" He reached back to the campfire pot 
and heaped their plates with food once more. "Good, innit? Made it myself. Not as good as Patty's, mind you, 
but it's her recipe, so it all works out in the end, donnit?" He gazed down with great fondness at a blackened 
round of sausage, and Robert felt something harden and then drop into his stomach. 

"Is Patty.. your wife, then?" 

He looked across at the dark haired woman, who sat by herself, stitching one side of Bonzo's drum. How so 

much music could have come from one woman and one man and one drum still mystified Robert, but those 
thoughts faded from his mind as a little voice took their place. It sounded young and disappointed. "She's his 

wife," it said. "Forget about her." 


He sighed. 


"Aye," Bonzo said. He looked down at a half-eaten potato as if he were one step away from proposing marriage. 


"Patty. My beautiful wife. | miss her. But all this travel doesn't agree with her, you know. Or with the little 
ones." He heaved a sigh and transferred his dewy, far-away gaze to the tree tops. "I miss them," he said at 


last. 


Robert had only really heard up until the first "I miss her." His eyes went back to the dark haired woman, and 
the little voice inside his head sounded rather sheepish all of a sudden, "Right then, well, maybe not his wife, at 
that." He picked up a round of sausage and bit into it. 


"This is really good," he said "My compliments to Patty." 


Bonzo's face broke into a wide, honest smile. He patted Robert's knee. "I like youl” he said. "One day, I'll track 
you down and I'll bring you to meet Patty. You'll like her." 


"How will you track me down?" 
"Oh, we'll find a way, me an’ Maureen. Weren't hard to find you this time ‘round, were it?" 


The carefree quality of his voice threw Robert. For a moment, he didn't even properly register that he had 
been given the woman's name. Bonzo's words brought his brows down over his eyes, his mind trying to make 
sense out of a man who spoke about being able to track him down as if he were a fox. A man who spoke 
about having tracked him down now, when they had never met before in their lives and when no one but 
Jonesy and the Druid and Whitford and maybe a few other people in the village knew he was even out in the 
world. 


"Don't look so worried," Bonzo said. "It all happens for a reason All | know is Maureenie there, she came up to 
my house and told me to pack my drum a few days ago and | said, why, where we headed, and she said, we'll 
see, and | knew, right, | knew then it were something important, because Maureerie only ever seeks me out 
looking and sounding like that when something important's a foot." He scratched behind one ear. "So | kissed 
Patty and the girls goodbye and! packed my drum and when Maureenie told me to play | good and well did. | 
don't question these things, you see. And now that I've met you, see, l'm glad | don't. Don't know a lick about 
you, right, but you seem a decent sort and | hope you won't go and do something stupid, like get yourself 
killed." 


Robert sat back and stared. The potato he had been holding slid from his fingers. It dropped down onto the 


plate and when it hit Robert could almost swear he head the crash and boom of a drum and deep, brass bells. 
"Who-?" 

"| would like to move on," Jonesy said. He bent down to pick up the potato that had rolled off Robert's plate. He 
set it back in place, then wiped his fingers over his sleeve. "It was very nice of you to warn us and feed us, 


but now we'd like to know how to reach Radnor Forest." 


"Not yet," Maureen said. 


Jonesy turned to her. He strongly reminded Robert of a priest, hands clasped just below his waist, brown 
robes clean and simple and his eyes reflecting not so much belief as the knowledge that other's beliefs are 


often wrong. "And, pray tell, why not?" 


“Cause we've been waiting for Robert here to finish eating, see," Bonzo said. He stood and drew himself to his 
full height. The effect would've been a great deal more impressive if Jonesy hadn't been a few, important 
inches taller than him. This fact did not deter Bonzo's bravado. He puffed out his chest, hands on his hips. 
"Besides, she won't come until Maureenie and | are good and ready. And we won't be good and ready until 


Robert finishes his meal, right? So sit down and wait like a good little boy. Right?" 

At Jonesy's meaningful stare, Robert stuffed as much food as he could into his mouth. His jaw ached from 
chewing so fast, potatoes and sausage lodging between his teeth and his tongue and his throat till he thought 
he would choke. He took the mug of beer Bonzo handed him and gulped it down with a wobble of his head he 
hoped translated to, "Thank you for not letting me choke to death and, really, don't mind Jonesy, he's just very 
set in his ways he means no harm and he really can smile, when the mood hits him." 

He swallowed and forced his eyes to meet Maureer's. 

She smiled, and he forced himself to not look away. 

"She?" he said. 

"The Lady of the Waters," Maureen said 


Somewhere in the background, well behind the sweet, lilting music he could hear all around Maureen, Robert 


heard Jonesy groan 


"Oh, great. Lady of the Waters. We'll be here forever." 


Chapter Six 


Author's Notes: 
The Lady of the Lake was originally Cate Blanchett in my mind. But then she somehow morphed into Judy Dent. 
Not that she has to, for you. 


The lake could have easily held their entire village. It stretched out in all directions, its far banks shrouded in 
mist, so that Robert couldn't tell where it ended. A smooth, grey surface reflected the sky and the trees and 
his own body. He looked down at himself and marvelled at how details he had never noticed before seemed so 
clear in the world around him. The barks of the trees were dotted with fine olive moss that flaked and rippled, 
and he could see the fine network of veins that ran below the leaves and the wisps of smoke that trailed after 


the clouds and the fine lines that gathered just below his eyes and to the corners. 


Maureen stood beside him. Her skirt had been rolled up and tied about her waist. She had pulled on a pair of 
queer, tall boots that came up to her thighs. They looked tougher and stiffer than leather, with an odd lustre 
that resembled oiled skin, but which didn't catch droplets of water the way oiled skin did. She waded out into 


the lake with slow, careful steps and motioned for him to follow her. 


When they had waded out far enough that the water almost reached the top of Maureen's boots, they 


stopped. Maureen drew closer to Robert, arms folded over her chest. 
"Why are you doing this?" she said. 
"To rescue Princess Creiddylad." 


"Don't lie to her." 


Robert blinked. He rubbed at a knot in the back of his neck. Maureen's eyes were fixed on his. He dropped his 
shoulders and sighed. "The Druid'll burn down my goats if | don't do this.” 


"Goats?" 


"And my tent, and my dog." He trailed his fingers over the water. Ripples pulsed out, breaking the upside down 
world into a series of colours and glimmers. "Strider. | miss him. | think Strider would like Bonzo, you know? He'd 


like you too. He's a good dog." 


Maureen cocked her head to one side. After a while, she nodded. She treaded water between her hands and 


looked down at their broken reflections. 


"Are you scared?" 


"Not yet." 


"You'll need to dive into the water. Don't worry about which direction you need to go, she'll find you. She just 
needs to feel you. She can feel us right now, but you need to be just a tad bit closer for her to really see 


you." 


‘lm, um, l'm not a very good swimmer. I'm not even sure if | can hold my breath properly." 
"Don't worry about that. And hold still” 


In the next instant, everything ground to a halt. Robert's breath and his thoughts and his blood and even his 
sense of self froze in a jolt of shock as Maureen pressed her lips to his. Warm, hot breath passed from her 
mouth to his and, somewhere, deep within his mind, he was aware that Bonzo and Jonesy where standing at 
the shore, looking. He felt a flush travel up from the soles up his feet right up through his legs crotch 
stomach lungs heart (and it tightened and threatened to quit beating) throat and right up through his ears and 
his cheeks so that his neck burned and itched and his arms rose and then his hands were on her shoulders 


and his eyes drifted closed and- 


She drew back. "There. Don't say anything now. Breathe through your nose and do not open your mouth, no 


matter what." 


His nostrils flared out as he drew in a deep breath. Instantly, he wanted nothing more than to open his mouth 
and exhale and shake off the strange sensation he could still feel clinging to his lips and to his skin He turned 
and looked to the shore. Jonesy stood with his hands clasped below his waist, a mottled brown presence that 
melded into the forest behind him. Beside him, Bonzo waved and laughed and pointed at Maureen and then held 
up his thumb and Robert wasn't quite sure what the thumb in itself meant, but he knew Bonzo was 


congratulating him. 
He grinned, lips pressed as tight as he could keep them. 


Then he took one last look at Maureen's face and her brown eyes like dark honey and her lips and the way her 
cheeks dimpled as she smiled and she said, "Good luck," and then he dove down into the water. 


Silence crashed into his ears. 


He could see his arms, ghostly white and unreal, as they moved in front of his face. He looked around him, but 
there was nothing to see but grey water and his own hair. His lungs and his throat clamoured for him to open 


his mouth, but he thought of Maureen and-in one slow, frightened intake-he breathed in through his nose. 


Air flowed in. The shock of it almost threw his mouth open. He curled up into a ball and screwed his eyes shut 


and told himself, over and over, don't open your mouth just breathe breathe don't open your mouth come on 


Robert don't get yourself killed A few breaths later, he felt his body relax. It drifted downwards and he let it 


be. It was almost peaceful. His lungs pulled in water that was air and he gazed about at the grey nothingness 
that surrounded him. He looked down at his legs, white and all but useless as the fabric of his breeches 
weaved gently around them. 


A woman swam up to him. He felt her more than saw her at first, until he turned his head and saw a pale 
white face surrounded by flowing, golden hair. She had a rather prominent nose and wide cheekbones and eyes 
that remained clear and blue even as the rest of her blurred and rippled. She stretched out one arm and took 
Robert's wrist. Then, she pulled him up. 


With a gasp and a slap of warm air, he broke through the water's surface. He spit out water even as he 
pushed sodden rivulets of hair out of his eyes. The shore was closer than he remembered, and he made for it 
with wide, clumsy strokes. He dragged himself onto the shore and dropped down onto it. His hair and his clothes 
clung to his scalp and to the skin of his arms like an extra layer of flesh. They weighed him down, and so he 
just lay on the ground, breathing in through his mouth once more and watching as tiny grains of grey sand 
clung around the creases in and around his knuckles and beneath his nails. One droplet of water hung from the 
tip of his nose, countless others trailing down into his lashes and along his cheeks and slipping inside his mouth. 
He exhaled and pushed off the ground with his palms flat against the fine gravel that sifted through his 


fingers. 

He looked behind him at the lake. 

Was that it? 

"No, that is not it. But it's hard for humans to hear underwater." 


Her voice was deep and prim and slow and it reminded Robert of his mother. And, with that thought, it dawned 
on him that he was not in fact speaking to his or anybody's mother. He was sitting on the shores of a grey 
lake, across from a tall lady dressed in white who had just pulled him from the waters and he had been 
breathing underwater and Maureen had done that and oh no no no no these things didn't happen this was-this 


was- 
"You're a goddess!" he said. His voice escaped as a squawk. 


"No," she said. "I am The Lady of the Waters. Nothing more, nothing less." She offered him her hand and pulled 
him up. "And you're Robert and somebody has threatened to.. burn your goats?" 


Robert's neck grew warm. "Erm, ah, yes. My, um, goats. My tent, mostly." His voice tailed away. He mumbled, 
"Rather silly," and looked his gaze on his feet. 


The lady pulled a long pin from a pocket in her dress, clasped it between her lips, and gathered up her hair. 
When she spoke the pin bobbed up and down. "I hate threats. It's unfortunate that you had to go through that. 
But, well, it seems as if Princess Creiddylad's in luck" She took the pin from her mouth and wove it through 
the bun she had gathered at the back of her head. "Last fellow who came along drowned. | take it as a good 


sign that you're standing here before me, not dead." 


She placed one hand one Robert's shoulder and guided him away from the shore. This side of the lake- 
wherever it might be-was clearer and sharper than the world Robert had left behind. His mind spun at all the 
minute details that sprung out at him. He saw not merely drops of dew but the tiny, fragmented mirror 
images of leaves within those drops, the fine layers of flaky cream dust trapped between the gnarls and knots 
in the tree trunks, the way the lady's skin was made up of lines and pores and the way each blond hair 
gathered over her brow to form eyebrows. Robert shut his eyes. 


"Radnor Forest, is it?" the lady said Robert nodded. "That's the one that moves about. Yes. So you'll be needing 
two things from me. The first is this..." 


Robert felt something slim and heavy and metal press against his palm. His hand closed around it. When he 
opened his eyes he could see his own reflection and the silver glimmer of polished steel and, within those 
glimmers, the Rowan trees as they swayed and the sky blue and intense as a hot flame and the arabesque 
shapes of horses and men and ships in the clouds and so Robert shut his eyes again 


"It's a sword?" 


"Yes. You won't be using it in quite a while. First you have to cross the bridge. And to find the bridge you need 
only know one thing. And it is this: Where is the bridge?" 


"Where is the bridge..2" 

"Exactly." 

Robert took a deep breath and opened his eyes once more. There were reflections within reflections in the 
lady's eyes. Not merely Robert's own face and the grey lake behind him, but pin-points of light that came 
from no source Robert could see. Fine lashes, almost translucent, lined her lower eyelids. Folds of skin pulled 
and stretched back as her lips parted and he could see myriad small cracks in the pale pink flesh and then the 


chipped enamel of her teeth and there were reflections there as well. She laughed 


"Yes, best to keep your eyes closed, even if you are confused." She reached out and placed a fingertip to each 


eye. "To find the bridge, you must simply wish to find the bridge. But they have to hear you. 
"There's more than one bridge” 

"There's more than one everything” 

"But there's only one me 


"| suppose.” She took his hand and led him along. Water lapped at his feet and then his ankles and he knew they 
were wading back into the lake. His stomach pulled off a strange little flop at the thought that the lady would 


have to kiss him as well. 
"Oh, no. You won't need that to return. I've got a strong push." 


No sooner had her words settled around Robert's ears than he felt water close down around his head and his 
body. A jet of bubbles wrapped about him and he could feel his body hurtling forward and up or down or 
sideways because he had no real idea where he had gone or even any real idea of where he was headed. His 
head broke through the surface of the lake in a burst of water and foam and he opened his eyes long enough 
to see that he had shot up straight above the lake. It yawned out below him in one unbroken grey muddle. His 


stomach hollowed out, his mouth working its way through a scream. 

"Hang on! Hang on, Robert!" 

Bonzo splashed his way out into the lake, arms outstretched. His face loomed closer and closer as Robert 
dropped, till his face was replaced by sharp bursts of light against darkness as Robert crashed into his arms 


and against his chest and then right back into the lake in a heap of arms and legs and wet clothes and hair. 


"You bastard," he heard Bonzo say. "You weigh more than you let on" 


Chapter Seven 


No matter which way he looked at it, the sword was a disappointment. Robert turned it over in his hands and 
felt the corners of his mouth droop and tighten at once as he thought about what a raw deal he'd gotten. 


The sword was rusted into a dull, brackish orange. Its edges were blunt and chipped and any danger they posed 


was infection and possibly gangrene. 
‘It was pure steel when she gave it to me," he said. "It was... it was clean. | swear." 


Jonesy rode on ahead. He had taken one look at Robert and the sword and he had walked over to his horse, 
mounted, and requested that Maureen and Bonzo lead them onto the road again now, please. He never said a 
word as Maureen pointed out the road to him. She drew back to stand beside Bonzo, eyes unreadable as 


Jonesy clicked his horse forward without even waiting for Robert to mount Gwalchmei properly. 


Robert had no choice but to ride after him. He looked back as Gwalchmei clopped forward. His heart missed 
Maureen and Bonzo even as they stood behind him, Bonzo with a smile on his face and one arm raised high in a 
wave goodbye, Maureen with her boots still on and her smile both wistful and happy and her arms crossed 
over her chest. The last words Robert had heard her speak hadn't even been for him. "You will not loose the 
road again," she said to Jonesy. The sound of her voice trailed after Robert even after they had ridden for 


hours and her presence and Bonzo and the lake were miles behind them. 


He unsheathed the sword once more and felt his heart tighten at the fact that it was still chipped and rusted 
and an embarrassment. He almost tossed it out onto the road. But, rusted or not, it was all he would ever 


have with which to remember Maureen. He sheathed it and swallowed his sigh. 


"You dove into a dirty lake and pulled out an old, useless sword," Jonesy said. "We already have swords. What 
was the point? Gypsies. Useless. Nothing but smoke and fancy words." He flicked his reins and rode further 


away from Robert. 


Robert let him go. He wanted to be alone. His thoughts just wanted to be left in peace, cycling and returning to 
Maureen and Bonzo and the lady in the lake and, like a distant echo, Strider and the brass clang of his goats’ 
bells. After a while, his thoughts strayed toward the bridge. His disappointment in the sword had pushed the 
bridge far back into his mind. If the sword had been such a let down, then what good was the stupid bridge? 


"There probably is no bridge," he muttered. 
He let his mind go soft and silent then. He just rode on, following Jonesy. He knew where they were going. They 
were back on the road now, and so it was back to riding all day, stopping at an inn, riding out again, every day 


in succession until Robert wondered what life was like when he wasn't just swaying along on Gwalchmei's back 


"This is all wrong," Jonesy said. He rolled out his map over the far table he had secured for them at the 


Cannibal Sisters Inn and frowned. He frowned more often now. Robert even missed his airy detachment. "We've 


been ridding for two weeks now. We should've reached the bridge by now.’ 
"The bridge..?" 


"Yes. The bridge. Joins two land masses. Very useful things." He jabbed his index finger at a spot in the map. 
"And the bridge | need is right there. But we're still here!" He pushed his thumb down over a nondescript bit of 
green. "How can we still be here? Its not that far to the bloody bridge." He slapped his map closed once more 
and snatched up his beer. He glowered over the rim at nothing in particular as he drank. 


Robert ran his knuckles over his lips. "The bridge," he murmured. "Where is the bridge?" 


He asked the question whenever they rode out, but never loud enough for Jonesy to hear. He lowered his head 
and whispered the words to his chest. "Where is the bridge? Where is the bridge?" But nothing ever happened. 
They still rode on and Jonesy's frown deepened. He asked people for directions, he scouted on ahead; he even 
went so far as to consult a druid they ran into at one village. Nothing. Just road and trees and hills and the 


mountains still no closer and certainly no bridge. 
But they have fo hear you 
Oh good lords, Robert thought. He wouldn't really need to raise his voice, would he? He already felt a right fool 


murmuring to himself. He coughed and pretended to sing whenever Jonesy turned around with a questioning 


frown on his face. 

But they have fo hear you 

They? Every bridge in Wales? Every bridge in England? 

‘lm going to look such a fool," Robert said. He sighed, squared his shoulders, and sat higher on his saddle. 
"Where is the bridge?" he said He waited. As expected, Jonesy turned to stare at him. He forced himself to 
ignore him. "| said: Where is the bridge?" 

Nothing. 


"Where is the bridge? Please?" 


That had no effect either. Miles unfurled and not one bridge seemed to care for Robert's question "Please 
stop that," Jonesy said one night over bread and fruit at The Ocean Inn (nowhere near an ocean but with 
decent fish). But Robert was even drawing a great deal of pleasure from asking the location of a bridge to 
other bridges. So he asked and asked and asked and, one fine day, even he became exasperated. He drew 
Gwalchmei to a halt and levelled a mighty frown at a random patch of grass far in the distance. 


"Where és that confounded bridge?!" 


"Swearing," a voice said behind him. "I've always liked it best with swearing. Even if that was kind of a puny 
swear word. | was hoping you'd use something more colourful, but the other two objected to the whole 
swearing business to begin with, so.." The voice broke into a thick, nasal laugh. It ended with a satisfied intake 


of breath. 

Robert turned and found himself looking at a man with long, wavy brown hair, bright red clothes (bright red, 
expensive clothes, judging from all the details and piping and braid and the fact that they were immaculately 
clean), and a golden crown on his head. He looked Robert up and down and seemed unimpressed. 


"Well," he said. "This should be over quickly. You don't look like much of a knight" 


"Where is the bridge..?" Robert said. He regretted it even before the man cocked his eyebrows. The way they 


moved, it was as if they were threatening to spill down into the man's cheeks. 

He pointed behind Robert. "Right there. Where it's always been" 

Jonesy had the decency to look mildly surprised. 

And the bridge stretched out from one land mass to the next and there was a large manor house a ways 
from it and tended grounds and even a maze in the distance and two men (also dressed in red) who sat at a 
table playing cards. One of them looked up and waved to the man on the horse. He had thinning hair and a 
beard and his fancy shirt was undore, sleeves rolled up. He slapped down a card and called out: 


"Hey, Robin! Your time's almost up, Your Majesty. And who've you got there?" 


"Two new corpses," Robin said. "They wanted to find the bridge.” 


Chapter Eight 


It was rather a long way to fall, the large, empty nothingness that stretched below one end of the bridge and 
the other. The ground below was little more than the suggestion of ground, unfocused greys and greens and a 
small trickle of blue in between them. Robert had noticed it was rather a long way to fall when he had been 
gazing down into the ravine from the comfort and safety of Gwalchmei's saddle. Now that his feet were tied 
to one of the bridge's handrails and he was suspended head down over the abyss, he felt all that more 
confident in the knowledge that it was rather a long way to fall and, oh dear, he'd likely die even before he hit 


ground. 


Beside him, Jonesy's ropes creaked as he swayed from side to side in the breeze. His voice was muffled by his 
robes, which hung down over his face. Robert couldn't help but be impressed by how calm Jonesy sounded, 
even upside down. "You know," he said. "This is not how these things are usually done. Shouldn't Robert be, | 
don't know, jousting with one of you? Duelling? Drawing swords? That sort of thing?" 


Robin leaned out over the bridge and waved down at them. He tugged on Robert's rope and set him to swing in 
a gentle, utterly frightening circle. "Yes. But thats the sort of thing that happens during Barry's Reign. Luckily 


for you, you rode upon us during Robin's Reign. And-" 


A second head popped out over the bridge, the one belonging to the man with the beard and thinning hair. "I'm 
Maurice," he had said as Robin had begun to tie a rope around Robert's ankle. He had given both Robert and 
Jonesy a forced, embarrassed smile, and the smile said, "I sincerely apologize for everything that's going to 
happen" He held up a sun dial now and showed it to Robert. "Two minutes," he said. "My beloved twin's reign 


ends in two minutes. Don't die." 


"You're twins?" Robert said. He squinted up at Robin's long face and Maurice's rounder one and their noses 


weren't similar either or even their eyebrows or their voices or anything, really. "Are you sure?" 


"Well of course I'm sure," Maurice said "But Robin popped out first, so nature saw fit to bless me with the 


good looks as a consolation" 


Robin sniffed out an amused smile. He closed his hand over Jonesy's rope and set him on a pendulum swing. 


Robert swallowed a yelp as Jonesy's hips connected with his. They both swung out, then collided again. 
"You bastard," Jonesy said. His voice was still utterly calm under his robes. 
"One minute," Maurice said. 


Robert held his breath as Maurice began to count out the last sixty seconds of Robin's Reign. As he counted, 
the third man walked up to the bridge. The wooden abutments creaked and snapped as he came to stand beside 
Maurice. One hand rose and hovered over Robin's head, fingers flexing as Maurice worked his way down to 


twenty and then ten and then nine eight and Robert's stomach couldn't hollow out anymore seven six it had 


lodged in his throat right along with his heart five four all of his body's blood not so much pumping as 
screaming itself hoarse within his head three two.. 


"one," Maurice said. 


The third man plucked the crown from Robin's head and set it down on his. He placed one hand solemnly over 


his heart and gazed at the sky below Roberts nerveless feet. 


"I hereby proclaim myself King Barry the Infinite upon this, the, er.." He cocked his head in Maurice's direction 
"We lost count already, didn't we?" 


"Years ago," Robin said. He dropped his chin into his hands as he took one hard look at Jonesy's underclothes. 
"That's why you're King Barry the Infinite and I'm King Robin the Indefinite and Mo's King Maurice the Long 
Lasting." 


"Ah yes," Barry said. "Well, it doesn't matter." He spread out both arms. "Let Barry's Reign begin! Again, again" 


He leaned out over the bridge, stroked his neat black beard, and hmmed to himself. "I think," he said at length, 
“that you gentlemen would prefer to not be swinging off this bridge.’ 


Robert liked Barry's Reign already. For one thing, they were no longer hanging off the bridge. They were also 
fed and allowed to lie on the grass until the blood settled back into its proper channels and the world quit 
spinning. Barry sat cross-legged next to them and asked them all sorts of questions, ranging from the usual 
(‘Where are you from?") to the somewhat random ("Which sock do you pull on first?"). He seemed equal parts 
delighted and disappointed by every answer. After Robert's reply to, "Do you fry your eggs in butter or oil?" 
("Can't say I've eaten an egg in a good long while"), Barry patted his knees and stood. 


lm afraid | can't let you cross that bridge,” he said. 

"I fail to understand why we even need your permission," Jonesy said. He combed his fingers through his hair 
and straightened out his robes. "I've crossed this bridge at several occasions, and I've never had to ask 
permission." 

"Never headed to Radnor Forest, though, were you?" 

"Well, no, but-" 

"That makes all the difference." Barry flicked one stubborn lock of hair out of his eyes. "Every body that 
comes along can't just be allowed into Radnor Forest" The lock inched its way back into his left eye, and he 


tucked it below one end of his crown 


"Princess Cruddylaugh might just get rescued, you see," Robin said. "And certain parties don't want that" 


"You," Robert said. "| suppose you lot don't want her rescued" 


Maurice scoffed. "Us? Why, we-" He looked down at his sun dial and then gestured to Barry. "Twenty minutes 
left on your reign, by the way.’ 


"Twenty?" 


"The abutments creaked twice as you stepped onto the bridge. That sets your reign at just fifty minutes. Its 
in the rules." He pocketed his sun dial and joined his fingers over the flat of his stomach. "Anyway, as | was 


scoffing: Us? Why, we'd love for someone to rescue her." 
"Oh God, yes," Robin said. "Its been three years." 


Barry came to stand by Robin and Maurice. He folded his arms over his chest and fixed a forlorn gaze on a 
patch of clover. "Three years," he sighed. "We used to be minstrels, you know. Started when the twins were 
just seven. We travelled far and wide. But Cruddy-| mean, Creiddylad's father was owed a favour by our 


father, and so-" 


"-we get called up from Manchester," Robin said, weaving into Barry's speech with an almost physical push. 
"Due to some legal nonsense | never quite figured out, Cruddylaugh's father wanted us to be kings, which is 


why-" 
"-we got crowned," Barry said. "None of us is even certain if this is even legal-" 
"-which is kinda disturbing, l'm telling you," Maurice said. "| mean, we could get arrested here and-" 


"-but we won't," Barry said. "Because anyone looking for Radnor Forest has to find the bridge first, and the 
bridge can only be found if you wish to find it and if you ask us. Only asking is tricky, because we keep 
switching the one word that makes the question valid. We started out with please, then-what was it? Treacle 


pudding?" 
"Bananas," Robin said. 


This aside led the brothers into a reminiscence of all the many variations of "Where is the bridge?" they had 
ever cooked up. They laughed and leaned against each other and wiped away tears and said things that made no 
bloody sense whatsoever to Robert and when Maurice chortled out that Barry's Reign was over Barry simply 
said, "Oh, really? Marvellous!" and tossed the crown so that it landed neatly on Maurice's head and Robert 
could only stare from Robin to Barry to Maurice to the storm clouds that threatened over Jonesy's brow. 


"Erm," he said. "About that bridge..." 


"Yes?" Maurice said. He tilted the crown on his head and struck a pose. "What do you wishest to ask us 


aboutest the bridge?" 


Robert nearly lost his train of thought. "Er, well, |, ah.." 


"He wants to know how to get across," Barry said. He flicked aside the one stubborn lock of hair again. "But 
he's not getting across." 


"Why not?" Jonesy said. 

"He has no reason to," Robin said. The laughter from before had drained from his voice. In its place was an 
almost hopeless disappointment. "None of his answers to Barry's questions were interesting either. Although... 
One hand rose to rest against his throat. His index finger toyed with his Adam's apple as he gazed across at 


Barry. "Did you even ask him about Cruddylump?" 


"No. | gave up after his answer to the jam question. | just figured | should go through a bit more of the list. 


Someone's keeping a record of these things, I'm sure. Should be done properly." 

"Well there you go," Maurice said. "Lets ask him about Craddylane." 

"Creiddylad," Barry said. 

"Crappylame," Robin said. 

Jonesy folded his arms over his chest. "What about her?" 

Robin tucked his hair behind his ears. For the first time since he'd ridden up behind him, he looked straight into 
Robert's eyes. Doing so seemed to cause him a great deal of distress. His index finger pushed into the grooves 
beside his Adam's apple, over and over. "Do you love her?" 

The question hung in the air. It pushed its way into Robert's mind, alien and unspoken until now. His mouth 
opened and closed, then he turned to Jonesy. He found no help there. Jonesy merely shrugged, eyes distant and 
uninvolved. 


"Did you know all of this would happen?" Robert said. 


"No," Jonesy said. "My books made no mention of any of this.." His eyes slid over Barry and Robin and Maurice, 
the manor house behind them, the table, and the bridge. "None at all." 


"You'll have to put us in," Maurice said. 
"Do you love Creiddylad?" Barry said. 


He looked at Robert with the same intensity as Robin, only his gaze was not distressed, but morbidly curious. 
It wanted to peel everything away from Robert and then stand back and stare at it. 


"|." Robert said. 

Maureen. He could see and hear and smell and feel Maureen. Creiddylad wasn't even a picture in a book. 

He wondered what it would feel like when they tossed him off the bridge. 

"|. | don't.” 

For a moment, nothing moved. Then Robin reached over and plucked the crown from Maurice's head. Barry's 
face broke into a smile-his eyes still locked on Robert's-even as Robin made quick work of proclaiming his 
reign once more in place. He strode over to the bridge and picked up the ropes. He ran them over his palms as 
he made his way back to Barry's side. 

‘It was nice knowing you," he said. 

Robert spluttered. "W-what? But you can't-" He could hear Jonesy behind him, cursing at Robin. His voice was 
no longer calm. There was terror there, and it mingled with the heavy, unreal silence that had settled over 
Robert's thoughts. He heard words coming from his mouth, but he could no longer remember them. He could 
only feel terror. 

His hand closed over the hilt of his sword. 


"Put that away, you silly boy," Barry said. "You're not supposed to use that yet." 


"That's right," Maurice said. "All we need right now is a pole. Silly bridge, you see, is broken. Drops off right 
smack in the middle." 


It took a while for his words to wedge their way in between the jumbled silence within Robert's brain. As he 
spoke, rattling off a list of all the many structural shortcomings of the bridge, it began to dawn on Robert 
that they were not, in fact, going to be tossed off the bridge. He hoped. His hand drew away from his sword's 
hilt. 


"You're not going to..?" 


"Toss you off the bridge?" Robin flashed him a wide smile. "No. We're going to toss you over and across the 
bridge." 


"Cant be helped," Barry said. 
“But... but..." 


Jonesy rubbed his palms over his eyes, then down his cheeks. "Gods' noses, Robert, you really need to stop 


goading these people into tossing you off that bridge! If they say they're not going to do it, then they're not 
going to do it." He pressed his palms together and brought his hands against his lips. "Why arent you tossing 
us off the bridge" 


"Because," Barry said, "he doesn't love Creiddylad. He loves somebody else." His eyes bore into Robert's once 
more. "Don't you?" 


Robert averted his eyes. 
"Oh, that's beautiful," Robin said. "Is she lovely?" 


Robert could feel Jonesy's eyes on him. He rolled his shoulders and tried to push aside the weight of Jonesy's 
stare. "She's, ah.. She's beau-she's.." He sighed. "She's beautiful. She has these.. these eyes that.. | just-she's.." 


"Listen to him!" Maurice said. "He's worse than you, Barry.” 


Barry looked delighted over that. "I know. Unrequited love, and headed out to save and marry a princess he 
doesn't even care about. This is wonderful. | wish all the other knights had been like this fellow. He's going to be 
miserable! Just think of the ballads they'll write." 


"Think of the ballads weil write," Robin said. "If they save Crabbylump we'll finally be free of this stupid 
crown." As he spoke, he picked up a long pole and, wedging it under one arm, broke into a run. He pounded onto 
the bridge and, just as he reached the spot where it fell away, he jabbed the pole down. He whistled, hair 
flapping out behind him, as he vaulted over the chasm and landed on the other end of the bridge. He cupped 
his hands over his mouth. "Right! Toss over the first one, Mo." 


"Will do, Robs!" 
Maurice took Jonesy. Barry picked up Robert. 


"Pardon me," Jonesy said from where he hung over Maurice's shoulder. "But, um, neither of you look all that 


well fed or, erm, strong. How do you propose to toss us over that bridge at your, er, even less well fed 


brother?" 
"Simple," Barry said. "Like this." 


And then Robert found himself sailing through the air with more force than he would've attributed to Barry's 
frame and the thought that occurred to him was that he was getting rather tired of being tossed about. 
Robin stood at the other end, looming closer, arms outstretched. Robert's arms reached out for him, but 


something was wrong. 


Robin gave Robert a queer little look, as if he were trying to figure out why a man would voluntarily be 


hurtling toward him through the empty air. His lips curled and twisted back until Robert could see his teeth 


and he realized the man was smiling. Robin's hands lowered to his side. "They're very beautiful," he said 
From the other side, Robert could hear Barry shouting. “Sorry, mate! | really hope you make it!" 

"Tell the old man we said hello!" Maurice called out. 

"Those bastards," Jonesy said. 


And then they were falling. 


Chapter Nine 


As a rule, Robert and the Druid didn't let their paths cross all that often. They each had their own lives, and 
they had realized pretty early on that constantly pretending that they were open-minded and understanding 
and blind to their differences was just tiresome, so best to do away with it. It wasn't that they disliked each 
other, but more that they liked each other best when they saw altogether less of one another. 


The Druid clambered up to Robert's tent little more than once a month, and Robert trudged down to the 
Druid's tent at pretty much the same intervals. 


And that was fine. 


Every now and then, however, their paths crossed without any planning on their part. As he hurtled down the 
cliff toward what he guessed was certain death, Robert found his thoughts turning not toward his goats—as 
he assumed they would-or even to Maureen-as he hoped they would-but to the Druid. He could see him as 
clear as day, until his mind did a strange thing ("This must be what happens when you die," Robert figured) 
and, instead of falling with a stomach hollowed out by horror mingled with acceptance, he was sitting by the 
banks of the lake just outside the village. 


The Druid picked up a shirt and tossed it into the lake 

"Do you come out here often?" he asked Robert 

"No" He watched as the Druid threw a pair of trousers into the lake. "Why amn | falling anymore?" 
"Oh, you're still falling, dont you fret" 


Its not the, um, not falling that's causing me to fret, you know. | was rather hoping those three fellows 


wouldn't actually toss us off that confounded bridge." 


"But they did. And I'm glad they did. It's always easier to reach people when they're somewhere in between. It's 
amazing how stubborn people can get when their feet are firmly planted on the ground. But remove the 
ground, let them fall, dump them into the ocean, knock ‘em off to sleep or stuff them full of drugs and 


suddenly they're open to all sorts of suggestions and conversations.” 


He tossed one last shirt into the lake and stood, arms crossed over his chest, watching as it sank under the 


surface. 


"You're falling at an alarming rate," he said. "So I'm afraid | won't be able to explain much. | know you get easily 


confused..." 


Robert clambered to his feet and dusted off his bum. "Why is that, do you think? My thinking, see, is that it's 


tied to people not telling me what in bloody blazes is going on to begin with. I've got Jonesy there-" 


The Druid waved him into silence. "Yes, yes, | know. But we haven't got much time. Get over here and look down 


into the lake” 

"What, at my reflection?" 

"Yes. Just crouch down and look at yourself" 
"Feels rather silly.” 


The Druid's reflection pulled out a pipe. He stuffed it full, lit it, and then puffed it to life. He blew out a smoke 


ring, his eyes fixed on Robert's. "Don't look at me, look at yourself.” 


Himself looked perplexed. And dirty, and were there really that many lines in his face already? He bared his 
teeth and turned his head this way and that. "What am | looking for?" But when he turned, the Druid was gone. 
Robert stared at the place where he had been and wished more than anything that he would return 
Goosebumps broke out over his arms. He rubbed them, but the chill that shook itself out all across his body 
had already reached his heart. He looked down at his reflection and finally saw what his own face looked like in 
despair. 


It was a twisted mass of sharp, ugly lines and eyes whose light simply dropped off, scurrying back into a safer 


place. 


He leaned down and held his own eyes. They attempted to dart left and right. His breath shuddered out 
through his nose and his mouth, burning up from his throat. "You'll be dead soon," he said, and it was as if his 
reflection were speaking to him. "And it isn't like in the songs, is it? There isn't going to be any beautiful light 


or loved ones beckoning. It's just you by some lake, looking down at me." 
"Not what | expected" 
"No..." 


His reflection reached out a hand. His fingers rose toward the surface of the lake, until they pressed against 
it, then against the tips of Robert's own fingers. Then they moved up and in between Robert's fingers and they 
were pale very pale and wet and Robert forgot to pull away as he stared and then his reflection's fingers had 
closed around his and they gripped his hand and the reflection's other hand was already up against his neck 
cold and wet and his reflection looked terrified. 


Robert heard a strangled cry and then a splash of water and then the lakeshore was empty and only ripples 
remained on the water. They stretched out in lazy, widening circles, until they came to lap at the far shore. 


Jonesy raised his head from the muddy ground and gazed up through wet, silt caked lashes at the Druid. 


James. Jimmy. That bastard. He was smoking a pipe. Jonesy groaned and dropped his head back down 

"Does it hurt?" Jimmy said. 

"Yes." He closed his eyes and allowed his body to go limp. After weeks on the road with Robert, it was a relief. 
He dearly wished more people made him feel as if he could let down his guard. But aside from Jimmy, precious 
few inspired relaxation in Jonesy. He felt his limbs cast off tension, and he sighed out hot breath against the 
mud. "What happened?" 

"The Gibbs tossed you off a bridge." 


"Yes, | know. | was there, getting tossed. But why did they toss us off the bridge? Why where they even 


there? And who was that woman and that-?" 


Jimmy patted his shoulder. "There, there, Jonesy. Don't get too excited. If you start acting like Robert, you 


might never get back home." 

Jonesy pushed himself off the ground. "Are we even getting home? Jimmy, this is serious business we got 
tangled up in. Creiddylad was supposed to be in a tower in Radnor Forest. That was all. The forest wasn't 
supposed to move. Robert wasn't supposed to dive into a lake and get a sword and bridges were most certainly 
not supposed to switch places or break off in the middle!" He wiped mud off his cheek with the back of his 
hand. "What did | miss?" 

Smoke trailed up in crashing, loose shapes as Jimmy pulled on his pipe, pushing smoke out from the side of his 
mouth. "I think we both missed it, whatever it is. But it's here now, and l'm doing my best to keep it under 
control." 

‘Oh? Is that why you drowned Robert?" 

"He hasn't drowned. Yet. | hope. He should drag himself out onto this side of the lake soon enough." 

"But this is the lake back home..." 

"Not when he drags himself out" 

Jonesy drew his legs up and placed his chin on his knees. "Jimmy...?" 

"Mme" 


"What happens to me?" 


Jimmy placed his fingertips against Jonesy's cheek. He stroked the skin gently, slowly, turning his hand so that 
his nails trailed down to the edge of Jonesy's lips. He ran one fingertip over Jonesy's lower lip. "It's going to 


hurt, Jonesy," he said. "I'm sorry. | wish there were better ways to move a body from one plane to the next.” 
"And you already know where you'll be moving me to?" 


"Not yet." 


Jimmy's hand moved away. Jonesy ran the back of his hand over his lower lip, then pressed his knuckles 
against his mouth. 


"IIl know when it's time," Jimmy said. "Until then, you'll just have to sit here and wait." 


Across from them, the surface of the lake stirred, weak ripples spreading out over the surface. 


Chapter Ten 


Author's Notes: 
The Wind was, and remains, lan McKellen in my mind. 


As Robert sank down in a slow, loose limbed drift, one thought crossed his mind with more insistence than all 
the many others crowding his head: Robin the Indefinite didn't lie about one thing, at least. They were very 
beautiful. They held his ankles and his wrists and, whenever they turned to look at him, he could see eyes so 
blue they seemed on fire and deep hazel eyes and dark, dark eyes like the absence of all light and eyes the 
green of newborn grass. Brown and black and golden and red hair drifted past pale faces, soft, rounded faces 
and faces with sharp cheekbones and full lips and long, thin lips that curled into a smile and lips small as a 
child's. They moved with the fluidity of fish, their tails darting out left to right only when they needed to turn 
his body. Scales covered their whole bodies, fanning out from their tails and up to their necks. They winked and 


glinted in the green murk, seeming to illuminate the mermaids’ faces. 
Mermaids, thought Robert. Mermaids are real. 
They were- 


Bubbles burst out in front of his eyes as he remembered to struggle once more. He tossed his body left and 
right, eyes screwed shut, but the mermaids tightened their grip. They smiled up at him and dragged him 
further down Tiny rows of pointed teeth, that's what fish tore their food up with. The mermaids smiled with 
their serene, ethereal faces of beauty and all Robert could see were rows of tiny sharp pointed teeth that 
would tear him to blood soaked strips. A scream crowded his throat, squeezing his heart. 


"Now that won't do," a voice said. 


It sounded very clipped and very precise and too clear for it to be underwater. It gathered around Robert's 
ears at the same time bony fingers gathered up the fabric of his shirt, just behind his neck. The front of his 
shirt bit down into the soft skin right below his chin, and he was dragged up through the water with so much 
speed that he almost failed to notice that the mermaids had released their grip and scattered, shrill and 
inhuman wails echoing through the water. Robert choked on his own shirt and screwed his eyes shut and 


heard a scream slam and crash inside his head. Oh no nonono gods nono- 
"-no, let go! Gods, just-!" 


| have let you go. If you'll notice, you're lying on your side and flopping about like a fish. Most unbecoming, 


even for a goat herder." 


Oh gods, no, no more strange people. No more gods or spirits or madness or whatever they were. Robert kept 


his eyes shut tight. 


"| just want to go home," he said. His voice sounded frail and desperate and useless. "I want to go home. | want 


to see Strider and the goats and-Gods, | just want to go home." 


Something warm and heavy was draped over his shoulders. He gripped it closer, his fingers closing over thick, 
soft fur. Its warmth reminded him of just how very chilled and wet he was. His teeth tap taptaptap tapped 
together as he huddled on the floor, knees drawn up toward his chest. 


“Strider is doing fine, you know," the voice said. "As are the goats. | daresay your druid may have stretched 


the truth a bit when he said he'd burn them down." 
"Th-then wh-wh-why-2 

"Why are you here?" 

Robert cursed. "Why can't | just go back!" 


He broke open his eyes and stared up at an old, wrinkled face with high, hollowed cheekbones. Heavy pockets of 
flesh lined his eyes, deep blue and clear and-Robert knew-ancient. He stroked a short, matted grey beard. 
Robert pushed himself off the ground, the pelt slipping off his shoulders, and stared. There was no other word 


for it. His mouth, he was aware, was hanging open. 
"Oh gods-" He stopped. He swallowed. "Are-are you..2" 


‘Lam The Wind," the man said. "So you can stop gaping at me. Bonham was right about something crawling 
down your mouth." He reached out one long finger and shut Robert's mouth with a gentle push. "I'm nothing 


you need gape at." 
Robert opened his mouth. Nothing came out. He swallowed and tried again. "Wh-where are we..2" 


The Wind gestured at the plain, everyday surroundings: A cot piled high with pelts, a floor made of scrubbed 
wooden boards, a desk, a few lamps and tall hour candles, and thick tapestries that hung on the walls to keep 
out the cold. Deer and young men and women and clouds frolicked and drifted across them. A unicorn sat at 
the centre of one tapestry, nodding in regal composure at Robert. "You're at my home," The Wind said. "And, 
before you ask, you are here because you're carrying around a rather dirty sword." He smiled. The bags 
beneath his eyes bunched up and gave his eyes a sort of twinkle. Robert smiled back, and The Wind nodded like 


someone who has elicited the response he knew he would get. "I aim to clean it" 


He made room for Robert on his cot before he set about gathering all the supplies he needed to clean the 
sword. He shuffled and scuttled about, the thin, grey fabric of his robes hanging loose over a frail, sagging 
frame. He moved like a much younger man, however, overturning piles of books and teacups in order to pull 


out a rag here and a half-bottle of polish there. Robert lay in a heap of soft, warm fur and let his eyes drift 


closed. He stirred when the old man tapped at his hips with one finger. 
"lIl need that sword," he said. 


Robert unbuckled it and handed it over in a haze. He had seen ladies in lakes and mermaids and had summoned 
a bridge. It wasn't the presence or even the existence of the old man that threw him (it wasn't even-said a 
small, guilty voice in the furthest corner of his mind-the fact that he had lost Jonesy), but what he claimed 
to be. 


"You're the wind..°" 


"The very same. Blowing about, knocking things over, scaring people half to death. All of that." He squinted at a 
bottle of oil and shook it against his ear. Apparently satisfied, he pocketed it. "I like my job. Never get a day 
off, but there you go." 


"But you're not..." Robert bit his knuckles. "You're not a." 


"a god? Sometimes | am." He pushed out his chest, all ribcage and drooping breasts. "And | get big and mighty 
and lords love me but that | swell right up!" His shoulders dropped, and he gave Robert an expansive wink. "But 
today I'm just the wind. Not a bad thing to be. Give any man, woman or child a bit of wind and suddenly they 
get it into their heads that something awesome just happened. Or something dire. Or love. Or bravery." He 
threw up his hands. "All nonsense, of course! But, well, here | am. Right?" He patted down his chest. "Yes. Yes, | 


am. 
"Robert blinked. "But-" 


"Don't try and fool me, lad!" The Wind waved one chipped fingernail under his nose. "You sat up on your horse, 


the wind blew through your hair, and you felt a hero. Didn't you? So quit butting at me. Sleep instead." 


With that, he pushed Robert-not unkindly-back down into the pile of pelts that served him as a bed. Robert 
didn't bother to protest anymore. The old man claimed to be the wind. He was either insane, or telling the 
truth. Either way, he didn't seem inclined to murder Robert in his sleep. 


If he was even still alive. 


He was dimly aware that, somewhere, in some other time, and-gods knew-some other life, he was falling to his 
death. Both he and Jonesy were falling. Maybe they'd already hit ground. Maybe this was the afterlife. Not 
much of an afterlife. It smelled like must and candle wax and old pelts and the peculiar, heavy sweat of the 
elderly. Roberts eyes drifted closed Before the world finally blurred and softened and dropped away at the 
corners, one thought rose sharp and clear: the balding, bearded man, standing at the other end of the broken 
bridge, hands cupped over his mouth. 


"King Maurice the Long Lasting says hello," Robert murmured. 


Then the world guttered out like a candle. 


Chapter Eleven 


"pepper. You've got the grinder for it:" 

"I think it already has too much pepper.” 

The first voice belonged to the old man. The second was new. It had a very peculiar accent, flat and wide and 
with its Rs missing. The voices came from another room, suspended in a haze of half-sleep, the clatter of 
pots and dishes, and the smell of broth simmering. 

He wasn't dead, then. He had woken up. The old man was still there. He was real. No dream had ever been that 
persistent. Unless he was still dreaming. He groaned and pulled the pelts higher around him. Maybe he would 
fall asleep again. Maybe he would wake up at the village next time, and then he'd have one corker of a story to 
tell that poxy Druid. 


"Can you imagine that? Me, heading out to save a princess? Thank the gods it was just a dream." 


"Are you going to make it spicy again?" said the old man. "I found | rather lost sensation in my palate last time 


you told me it was mildly spicy." 

"Maybe he likes spicy food." 

"He's a Briton, man. Don't be daft." 

Robert lay with his eyes open for a while, safe in the knowledge that the fur covered him entirely. Anyone 
looking over would assume he was still asleep. He shifted, stretched his legs, and then held still. The voices 
from the other room bounced out to him in echoes and fragments as he lulled between wakefulness and an 
odd, grey nothing. 

"always tomatoes. You slice them straight on the skillet and...” 


" don't believe he knows you.” 


"Oh?" The flat voice paused as a knife slid into meat. "Well, you know, | only met him a few times. Mostly in 


passing. He-toss me the salt, will you?-he was never one for much mingling, you know?" 


"He might be out of options now. This is the real deal, as they say. Something must've kicked off that safety 
catch Geoffrey kept telling us about" 


"Did Maureen tell you that?" 


Robert's eyes flew wide open. He held his breath, the skin at the back of his ears itching as he struggled to 


catch every word. He heard nothing. Whatever the old man's reply was, it was silent. Damn. Robert wanted to 
sit up in bed. Maureen. You're talking about Maureen. Don't stop. I'm never going to see her again. He pushed 
back a corner of the pelts and peeked out. Shadows wavered on the far wall, but he couldn't see into the room. 


He dropped back onto the cot and debated getting up. 
He stretched and groaned loudly. 
Two people held their breaths, then the flat, wide voice said, "I hope he likes cornbread" 


"Took him long enough to get up," the Wind said. His feet shuffled out of the other room and brought the old 
man's weight and cold, fleshy smell next to the cot. One finger prodded at Robert's shoulder. "Out of bed, then 
I'm nearly done, and an old friend's come over to put some meat in your bones. Lords know you need it." He 
placed both palms against Robert's back and began to roll him off the cot. "Up you come!" 


Once recovered from being unceremoniously dumped out of bed and onto the floor (where Robert's sharper 
angles connected with several books and a pair of wooden clogs and what felt like a large, round rock), Robert 
was led into the next room. The old man all but pushed him down onto a stool and Robert stared and stared 
and stared because the flat, wide voice belonged to a man with long, wavy black hair and a rather hooked nose 
and dark eyes and tanned skin and nothing else. Robert's hands flew to his eyes. He scrubbed his knuckles 
several times against them and took a deep breath and told himself it was childish to be thrown by a naked 


man and so he lowered his hands and- 
"But-but he was-he was naked! | just saw it! I-1.." 


Not that what he saw now was any better. The man's clothes were like nothing he had ever seen. He had a red 
scarf wound several times around his throat and an odd jacket made of no skin Robert had ever seen. It didn't 
even have fur. And it was purple. There was a bright, pink shirt underneath it, and both shirt and jacket had 
small, round beads to hold them together instead of laces. 


"Naked?" the Wind said. He squinted at the strangely dressed man. "Are you naked, you silly thing? Why aren't 


you naked for me too?" 
"He's... he's not." Robert coughed. "Look here, what is this place? Who are you? Why am | here? Am | dead?" 


A knife slid into a potato. "This is Wind's house," the not-naked-man said. He smiled, lips pulling back over 
rather crooked teeth. "He's still the Wind. You're here because you got tossed off the Gibb brother's bridge 
and Wind there decided to clean your sword before you headed back out; though it was mostly Jimmy who 
haggled you into this place. Most people actually fall off the cliff and die, you know." 


He scooped up the cubed bits of potato and added them to the broth simmering on very small and very odd, 
silver pots over a very, very strange hearth. It wasn't even a hearth, but more of a blacksmith's kiln Only 
there was no fire. It was square and seemed to be made of metal and round disks glowed orange along its 
polished top. The not-naked-man caught Robert staring and shrugged, looking somewhat chagrined. "Sorry. If it's 


too confusing, you can rub your eyes again. That should give you something closer to what you're used to 
seeing." 


The old man pulled out a bottle of wine and busied himself pouring everyone drinks. "Oh? What's he seeing?" 
"The General Electric oven" 


"l'm jealous. I've only ever seen that cast-iron thing from 1814. I'm afraid you're labouring over a good ole 


hearth at the moment. And you're certainly not naked." 


Robert's hands lifted as if by themselves. He rubbed his eyes and then looked at the not-naked-man again. He 
was wearing a simple, wool tunic now, and his-what did he say it was? Robert didn't even want to think about 
it. + was a hearth now, a simple, comfortable hearth and there was a large black pot over it and everything 


was as it should be. 
"Who is he?" 


"The Kitchen God," the Wind said. "But nobody calls him that. You would call him Joseph, | suppose. The rest of 


us call him Joe." 


God. A god. He was a god. Robert sat rooted in place and panicked as he realized that he had no bleeding idea 
what one was supposed to do in front of a god. Bow pray chant cower cover one's eyes rip off one's clothes 
bow bow maybe yes bow he began to slide off the stool. Joe waved him back into place. 


"Nah, nah. None of that. Embarrassing, you know? I'm not even a major god anyway. You just sit there and eat 
and Wind'll bring your sword right up after you're done, right? We've even got dessert." 


"Courtesy of the Kitchen God's Wife," the Wind said, winking one bright blue eye. 


Robert decided it was best not to say or think anything more complicated than how good the food was. He had 
no idea what he was eating, but it was good. Especially the cornbread, whatever corn was. It crumbled in his 
hands and all but melted in his mouth and there were so many new and different spices that Roberts tongue 
didn't know whether to go into shock or shout for joy. Joe and Wind kept up a steady stream of conversation, 
segueing from Roberts sword to cooking methods to strange words and places that mystified Robert and then 
to things Robert knew very well, like goats milk and meat and the best way to use them and keep them from 
spoiling and soon Robert felt the room shrink and settle comfortably over his shoulders like an old, worn 


blanket. He even found he was smiling. 


"The sword was clean when the lady in the lake gave it to me," he said, washing down a rather hot slice of 
meat with the wine. 


Joe buttered a roll. "Time is very soft in the places we inhabit. She gave you that sword decades ago. So when 
she pushed you back into your own reality, its age caught up with it. You're lucky it didn't come out useless.’ 


"And look at it now," Wind said. 


He walked into the room carrying the sword between his hands, nestled in a tattered blue blanket. The sword 
was as Robert remembered it: Smooth and polished and pure steel, its length reflecting everything within the 
room down to its smallest details and the details within those details. Wind wrapped it up again with a soft 
grunt. "Yes, well, enough of that. Darn thing gives me a headache, all those reflections." He handed the sword to 


Robert. "Don't get it dirty again. Took me hours to clean it, that did" 
"But what if it ages again once | leave this place?" 


"That won't happen," Joe said. "We're only, what, two years forward?" The old man grunted out that it felt 


more like six, but Joe paid him no mind. "You'll be fine." 


A tall, blond woman peeked into the room. She smiled at Robert, deep laugh lines creasing her mouth and her 


eyes. She turned to look at Joe and said, "It's finally set. You boys done eating?" 


She brought out a deep, ceramic bowl filled with a thick, buttery cream that had hardened at the top so that 
it broke apart to reveal the soft dessert underneath. Joe leaned his head against her side as she set it out 
and distributed plates for everyone. Their hands twined together as if neither had noticed or particularly cared 


to notice. 
"Hope you like crème brulée," the woman said to Robert. 


Robert had no idea what it was, or even what she had called it. It was good, that's all he knew. The rest of his 
thoughts had gone wistful and quiet as he looked at her hand in Joe's, and at how comfortable they seemed 
and how they gave off this sense that time wasn't going anywhere and that neither of them was going 
anywhere. They were in love. They were husband and wife. And Robert suddenly felt very young and very 


foolish and very lonely. 

"| only met Creiddylad once," Joe's wife said. Robert started at the sound of her voice, aware that he had 
missed a great deal of conversation. "I think its a shame. And I'm not sure what Geoffrey's thinking, because 
Robert shouldn't be the one to rescue her, and both of you know it" Her eyes came to rest on Robert. "He's 
in love." 


Joe looked pained. "I know. But, Billie, baby, it's all moving forward as it should" 


"And thats what worries me," she said. She chewed on her lower lip, one hand pressed against her mouth. "We 


know Geoffrey set this in motion, and he must know Robert doesn't love Creiddylad." 
"How do we know it was Geoffrey?" 


"Because Jimmy's his Druid" 


Joe turned to look at Robert, brows knotting together. For one moment, he looked utterly thrown and even 
disturbed. His thumb played over the top of his wife's hand, over and over, back and forth. "Jimmy sent him 
here," he said at length. 


"Wait, wait," Robert said. Something funny was happening to his stomach again. "Who's Jimmy?" 


"The Druid," Wind said. "Don't tell me you didn't know?" He peered at Robert until his eyebrows rode up in a pile 
of wrinkles toward his hairline. "Oh dear me, you didnt know. Lords love me. Jimmy must be calling himself 


something else these days." 


"He calls himself The Druid," Robert said. His voice sounded defensive. Too many things about the Druid 
mystified him, but he still felt possessive about him when it came right down to it. He was the village druid. He 
was their Druid. Hs Druid. "He threatened to burn down my goats and my tent and he sent me on this crazy.. 
crazy.. thing. This quest, this-Jonesy was writing it all down!" 


"Jonesy's in it too," Wind said, as if that cleared up something. He sipped his wine, calm as you please. "He's at 


the other side already." 
"Does he even know Robert's here?" Joe said with a frown. "Or is Jimmy keeping him in the dark too?" 


Billie reached out one hand and placed it over Robert's. He glared down at it before something told him glaring 
at a god's wife-glaring at a goddess—was probably not a good idea. He closed his eyes and forced himself to 
relax. Her fingers stroked his skin and he accepted it as the soothing motion that it was. His shoulders slumped. 


"I know this is all very confusing," she said. "But, believe me, it will all make sense soon. We don't want any 
harm to come to you. If anything were to happen, we would stop it." She gave Joe a meaningful look. "Even 


Jimmy did his best to keep you safe." 
Joe looked down at the table. After a while, he said, "Yeah," and then let his voice drop away. 


Robert sat still and let The Kitchen God's wife stroke his hand and he thought of the Druid and how addled he 
seemed and how sweet his smile could be sometimes. Only now his memories were suddenly infiltrated by how 
distant the Druid always seemed, how serious, how he often frowned as he looked off into the distance, how he 
would disappear for days, how he never gave anybody any straight answers. Robert had never worried about 


that, or even given it that much thought. 


He had never been scared of the Druid before. 


Chapter Twelve 


The way back, Robert was relieved to learn, did not include returning to the lake or being tossed. Wind unlocked 
a pantry door and motioned for Robert to crouch down next to him. A wide tunnel stretched out into darkness, 


dirt walls broken by stones and roots and then darkness and darkness and darkness and getting tossed didn't 


sound all that bad all of a sudden. 


"You crawl until you see light," Wind said. "Easy enough. There are no turns or paths to choose. Just crawl 


forward. Could be a mite tight in places, but, well, that can't be helped." 


Robert crouched in place for a while. He clenched and unclenched his fingers over the tassels on an 
embroidered rug laid out just in front of the pantry door. Pantry tunnel. Robert could see a few bits of 
shelving disappearing into the mud. 


He turned to look at Billie. "Your husband-Um. They-Erm. Maureen. Somebody mentioned Maureen" 
"You've met Maureen?" 


"She showed me how to swim down to the lady in the lake." Robert licked his lips. Is she a goddess? The words 
crowded at his throat and refused to come out. He didn't want to hear the answer. He needed to hear the 


answer. "Will | see her again?" 
"You may...” 


"But no guarantees,” Wind said. "No guarantees about anything. You just keep crawling forward and you get to 
Radnor Forest." 


Robert looked into the darkness. He had no way of telling how long he would crawl, or what he would crawl 
across, once he had gone deep enough, but there was no other option He couldn't stay here. The blue blanket 
that bundled the sword had been strapped securely to his back. So he nodded and took one last look at Joe 
with his arms crossed over his chest and Billie with her wine glass still in her hand and Wind with his blue, 
blue eyes already pushing him forward and into the tunnel. 


He crawled forward. Then he crawled a bit further, and further. He heard Joe say, softly, "Good luck, man," and 
then the pantry door shut and only a sliver of muted orange light remained in the dark That fell away and far 
behind as Robert continued to crawl. His palms sunk into wet, deep muck, its chill sending a violent desire to be 
sick up Robert's stomach and throat. He swallowed a gag and schlooped, sucked, dragged, and crawled on. His 
hands and then his wrists and then his arms and knees ankles legs boots pants his hair as it scraped along the 
roof of the tunnel everything was soon covered in mud. A slow, slimy glop of it trailed down his cheeks and 
into his mouth. He pushed forward with the taste of raw minerals in his mouth, and he hitched his breath and 
just scrambled forward as he heard the first buzz tick buzz flap from wings of long, writhering worms that 
flapped and settled above him and crawl crawl crawl just keep crawling. 


His eyes were shut. 


Crawl just crawl and he didn't think about hard beetle bodies under his palms and the walls squeezing in against 
his shoulders and the dirt so much a part of his nostrils now that he breathed in mud and just gods just keep 
crawling push forward don't think about it worms breaking apart and into the liquid mud beneath the skin of 
his fingers insects beating and landing and inching their way up his face. 


He scrambled forward, boots slipping behind him. 


He wanted to scream, but if he screamed if his mouth opened something would fly crawl drop something would 


go inside. 


His arms reached out and two fingers grasped at nothing. His stomach hollowed out with hope, and he pushed 
forward, grasping at the nothingness again. His fingers scrambled about until he found the lip of the opening. he 
cracked open his eyes, just a bit, and, through the mud and silt that caked his eyelashes, he saw pale blue light 
lying in pools of mud. He squelched popped schmooped pulled himself forward and up. 


Hands closed around his wrists and pulled him out into open, cool night air and he could hear a horse's whinny 


and there was no panic. Jonesy. Thank the gods. Jonesy. 
Robert collapsed onto the floor and wrapped his arms around his stomach and curled up into tears of relief. 
"The horses came back," Jonesy said. 


"Gods..." Robert gasped out. "Where-How-? Gods’ nut sacks, Jonesy, am | glad to hear you." He lifted up his 
head. "And see you. It is you, isn't it? | made it out? We didn’t die?" 


"We stopped falling, yes." 


Jonesy helped him up. There was something pinched and disappointed about Jonesy's face, and Robert knew it 
was the scholar and monk within him coming to grips with the fact that they had been touched by magic. Real 


magic. Spirits. Gods. There was no way around it anymore, not even for Jonesy. 


They rode out in silence. After a while, Jonesy pulled out his book He pushed back matted hair that looked as 
if he had been dredged from the bottom of a lake and, with one unfocused gaze out at nothing, he began to 


write again. 


They rode for days, Robert and Gwalchmey, until, one fine morning, Robert spied before him a grove of trees so 
silent and imposing that he knew he had reached Radnor forest 


Jonesy closed his book. He returned his quill and ink bottle back to their satchel, then drew his horse to a stop 


and sat very still 


Robert checked Gwalchmei in place. "Jonesy...?" 


"A pox on that Druid," Jonesy said. "It worked" He pointed one accusing finger at a knot of old, gnarled trees in 
front of them. "There's the blasted forest. Curse that Druid." 


Robert reached back and closed his fingers over the wrapped hilt of his sword. "So we're here?" He looked 
from Jonesy's resigned face to the mottled green and brown and shadows of the forest. "What happens now?" 


"We ride in. | suspect whoever has to find us will find us, no matter what direction we ride." 

The tops of the trees ran green fingers against a clear, blue sky. They stretched out a good way, skirting the 
mist drenched feet of the mountains, suddenly close to them although Robert had no memory of them as 
anything but always far off, even up to the second when Jonesy had pulled out his book again. That was 
puzzling enough. But something else kept niggling at Robert's mind. 

"Jonesy? There's no tower." 


Its probably not tall enough." 


"What kind of tower doesn't even rise over the trees? Not much good, is it? You have to be able to see far 
and wide from the top of a tower. That's the whole point of them." 


"And sound architectural and aesthetic balance," said a voice. 


Robert and Jonesy came to a halt. They exchanged a look, Jonesy telling Robert, "Get ready" with his eyes. 
Robert reached up to untie the straps that held his sword in place. 


‘Sound architectural balance?" a second voice said. It sounded bored, and willing to dispute anything out of 


boredom, "It's just the one ruddy tower, all by its lonesome, isn’t it? Its not balancing anything." 

"Not this tower, no, but the towers in a castle or keep or whatever else they're putting towers on nowadays, 
they balance something. The walls, the foundation, and the pleasing aspect of the whole. Not the same, is it, 
flying a flag from a plain old wall?" 


| hung a banner down one wall back home, you know. It looks rather striking, if | do say so myself." 


"Yes, but what's the point of hanging down a banner? Doesn't flutter in the wind, does it? You have to ruddy 


well come right up to the wall." 
"Well you can't see the bloody flag for all its dirty great fluttering, can you?" 


"You're missing the point.” 


Robert edged Gwalchmei forward, more curious than apprehensive now. He found he was even somewhat 
exasperated by the two jabbering men. They continued to dispute banners versus flags in polite, tight voices as 


Robert rode in on them. 


One of them looked up. He had a large forehead and thick, thick eyebrows. His armour was well kept and tidy, 
but second-hand. He stubbed out a curious, smoking cylinder and looked Robert up and down, 


"Ah," he said. "You're here at last." 

His voice identified him as the defender of flags. The second voice-the one all for banners-joined his with a 
quiet, "Right." Its owner was a very tall and very thin young man. He ran his fingers through short, wavy hair 
before picking up a slightly dented helmet and cradling it beneath his armpit. 

"Both of you, then?" he said 


Jonesy rode into the clearing. "No, just him." 


Then he started and stared from one man to the next. To Robert's surprise, the men stared right back at 
Jonesy. Then man who was all for flags broke into a wide smile. 


"Well I'll be! Jonesy, you bastard! You got tied up in this too?" 

Jonesy stammered. Then his eyebrows knotted together and the storm clouds that had threatened for a good 
long while now finally descended upon his face. He glared fury at the two men in the clearing, knuckles white 
against his reigns. 


"I am personally going to kill Jimmy for this." 


The young man put on his helmet. He flicked up his visor and trained clear brown eyes on Robert. "All in good 


time," said his muffled voice. “But first | need to try and kil your friend” 


Chapter Thirteen 


Thrust. Duck. Swipe. Duck. Swipe swipe. Parry, by mistake. Thrust thrust. Slash. Sleeve torn down to his wrist 
and Robert ducked out of the knight's way and ran toward Jonesy, sword gripped tightly in one pale hand. 


"Jonesy, you bastard, you know these people!" 


Jonesy looked up from his book. Everything he had written up until that point had been set down with a glare 
and fierce jabs of his quill. "Yes," he said. "I know these people.” 


"So can't you stop them? | mean, I'm not sure if you've noticed, but they've got real swords!" 


"So do you." Jonesy dipped his quill in ink and turned a page. "You've got two, as a matter of fact. One in your 
hand and one on your back" 


The knight watched them from across the clearing. He jabbed his sword into the ground and stood with one 
hand on the hilt, as if the sword were a fancy walking cane. He flipped up his visor. His companion, helmet set 
over his stomach and feet propped up on the roots of the tree he lounged against, scratched under his chin. 


Neither of them had beards, and they looked pretty damn young (and skinny, in one case), for knights. 
They still had swords, though. And one of them was still trying to slice Robert into ribbons. 


"You haven't even told us your names," Robert said. He averted his eyes from Jonesy. There was no way he 
was going to own up to having forgotten all about the sword on his back as the skinny knight rushed at him in 
a rattle and clink of used armour. He drew himself up with as much dignity as he could "If | am to die, | would 


know by whose hand." 


The man by the tree whistled "Oh, he's good. You hear that, mate? Sounds just like a proper knight." He pointed 
his chin at Robert. "What are you anyway? No offence, but your clothes aren't exactly princely. And they're 
dreadfully dirty." 


"McCarty," Jonesy said patiently, "we've been tossed off bridges, crawled in and out of lakes, been on the road 

for weeks on end, and it's been rather a headache, yes? Please pardon our grubby appearances." He combed his 
fingers through his hair, smoothing it down and behind his ears. "Now tell Robert your names and lets get this 
over with." 

Robert stared at Jonesy. 

"Get this over with?" He pointed his sword at the thin knight all for banners. "They're trying to kill mel" 


"Are they?" 


The skinny knight pulled off his helmet. He raised one arm, saw that it was sheathed in metal, and dropped it 
down again. He shook his head instead, flicking sweat out of his eyes. After a while, he said, "Well, | suppose we 
are trying to kill him. It's what we've been instructed to do, see. We guard the tower and Princess Creiddylad. 


We've killed quite a few men, you know. We even killed a woman" 

"Not our fault, though," McCarty said "She never told us she was a woman." 

"The point is, it's our job, and we do our job." The knight pulled his sword out of the ground and sheathed it. 
‘lm Samwell-Smith, by the by. Paul Samwell-Smith, Knight of." He coughed. "The White Rose." He muttered 
something Robert couldn't catch, then coughed again. 

"And lm McCarty. James McCarty, Knight of the Yellow Rose. Chose yellow ‘cause all the other sensible 
colours were already taken" He shrugged. "All rather silly, really, this rose business. But, well, the boss has 
this soft spot for roses, and | see no harm in it." 

"Clapton did." 

"Well, he buggered off, didn't he?" 


"He sure did. Gives me half a mind to bugger off too." 


Robert shifted his grip on his sword. "Why don't you? | won't tell. And Jonesy's not exactly writing down the 
truth anyway. He could always say | killed you." 


Samwell-Smith's eyebrows lowered over his eyes, jutting out as he licked his lips and thought Robert's words 
over. His eyes roamed over the ground, the trees, Jonesy, and, finally, Jim. 


"Could 1?" he said. "Could | just leave and have them lie about it in that book?" 

McCarty sat and twiddled with a strap in his armour. "I'll miss you," he said quietly. 

"Come with me then. They can kill both of us off" He turned an anxious look on Jonesy. "Can't you?" 

All eyes were now fixed on Jonesy, who sat with his hands folded over the cover of his book. He looked from 
Samwell-Smith's pleading look to McCarty's somewhat confused face to Robert's expectant tension. He 
shrugged. 

"How do you want to die?" 

It took a while to get it all down properly. The fight was embellished and then re-embellished to epic 


proportions. Samwell-Smith had Robert behead him, but then there was a minor debate over whether it was 


suitably heroic for Robert to jab Samwell-Smith's head into his own sword and set it out for the crows. 


"Rather gory, innit?" McCarty said. 
"| like it," Samwell-Smith said. "I get my eyes pecked out." 


"But | look like a brute," Robert said. "I mean, | saved a little girl from a flood in the early chapters. Doesn't it 


seem out of character for me to go all bloody minded all of a sudden?" 


Samwell-Smith stroked his chin. "It does, at that that. Blast it, we'll have to take that out. Blot that over, 


Jonesy.” 


Jonesy ripped out the page instead. "If | keep blotting, I'll just break it. So. Beheading, but no crows. Your body 
just lies there. We'll keep it vague. McCarty?" 


"Oh, he can just run me through. Nothing fancy for me, thanks." 
"Right. Should he pin you to a tree? It makes for a lovely illustration" 


Another minor debate rose up then, over whether both Samwell-Smith and McCarty would get illustrations. 
Jonesy assured them that, as knights, they were both guaranteed full-page illustrations, gold leaf included. 
Poses were discussed, and Samwell-Smith settled for drawing his sword and pointing it at Robert, while 
McCarty was more than happy to be dead and pinned to a tree. 


"Gives it pathos, my poor dead body." 


As they spoke, Robert wandered away. Their voices rose and fell behind him, excited and squabbling in turn 
Jonesy knew these men. They spoke like childhood friends who had finally met up once more, their speech 
picking right up from where it had left off. Two knights and a scholar. Robert would have to ask Jonesy from 
where he knew them. But that would come later. For now, all he wanted was to walk and bring his adrenaline 


back down from the pulsing rush of thinking these men were more than ready to kill him just a few hours ago. 
It's our job, Samwell-Smith had said. 


Robert wondered how many more knights there were, and whether all of them would agree to desert their 
posts in exchange for a heroic write-up. He doubted it. "You've been nothing but lucky this far, Robert 
Anthony Plant," he murmured. "And don't you forget that." He kicked at a rock and watched it bounce along the 
grass. Above the grass were the tree trunks and the leaves and the sky and, looming over everything, the 
mist drenched mountains. They've moved closer again, Robert realized. He waited for an awed reaction from his 


body or his mind or his heart. When none came, he shrugged. He drifted back to the three men. 
"Why are the mountains moving?" he said. 


Samwell-Smith looked up from giving Jonesy the particulars of his family tree. "Are they?" He squinted up at 
the sky and the cragged, grey and purple mass of the mountains, one palm flat over his brows. "My word, 


they are! McCarty-Hey, McCarty! Look, look at that. The mountains are moving." 

"Well I'll be." 

"They've never moved before?" Jonesy said. There was a weary acceptance to his voice now. He kept right on 
writing as he spoke, not even bothering to give the mountains a glance. "How charming. We get all the oddities 


of this little quest." 


Looks like you do," Samwell-Smith said. "Sorry, mate." He gave the mountains one last squint. "Wonder what 
Dreja's making out of all of this. Likely measuring them.’ 


Jonesy turned a page and drew out a fancy, looped squiggle Robert now recognized as the first word of a 
paragraph. "So Chris is the next knight?" He nodded at Samwell-Smith's wide beam. "What's his rose?" 


"Put him down as Christopher Dreja, Knight of the Red Rose," McCarty said. 

A few strokes later, Jonesy closed the book. 

A few minutes after that, Paul Samwell-Smith and James McCarty deserted their posts. They clapped Jonesy 
on the back and shook his hand and waved to Robert and then clanked and jangled their way out of the clearing. 
Robert heard McCarty mention tower flags, and soon they were back at flags and banners, towers and walls. 
"Odd fellows," Robert said. "How do you know them?" 


Jonesy didn't answer. He slipped his book back into his saddlebags and mounted. 


"By the by," he said. "We decided to change your name. You are now Perceval. Sounds more heroic than 


Robert" He clucked his horse forward. "Might give you some anonymity as well." 


Robert turned the name over in his head, then sighed. "Am | still a goat herder at least?" 


Chapter Fourteen 


Christopher Dreja, Knight of the Red Rose, stood with his back to Robert and Jonesy as they rode up to him. 
He had thin, red hair, which Robert felt explained the choice of red rose. His hands were clasped behind his 
back. His head moved, just a fraction, but that was the only indication he gave of having heard them approach. 


"Two feet in twenty minutes," he said. His voice was deep and thoughtful and unhurried. He turned to face 
them, translucent blue eyes set in a pale, round face. He looked even less a knight than Samwell-Smith and 
McCarty. This man, Robert knew, belonged in a university, or in a monastery, or the quiet, efficient side of the 
law. "And they're heading steadily northeast." His eyes drifted from Jonesy to Robert. "I don't suppose you've 


ridden from the northeast." 
"We have," Jonesy said. 
"Ah." 


Dreja's eyes wandered to Robert once again. Robert fought down the urge to swallow. He felt as if he should 
dismount, kneel, and confess everything to this man, although he had no clear idea what he would be 
confessing. That he was still thinking of Maureen? That he rode forward every day with the hope that, just 
ahead, just around the next bend, he would see her dark eyes and her body moving beneath soft fabric and he 
would hear Bonzo's high, happy voice and everything would be all right. 


"You've come to save Creiddylad?" Dreja said. 
Robert opened his mouth. "I don't love her, you know." 


"No?" He unclasped his hands and stroked his jaw. He was beardless as well. "That's interesting. Exactly twenty- 
three men and one woman have made it as far as Radnor Forest. All of them loved Creiddylad. Therefore, they 
all died. Samwell-Smith even tried not killing number fifteen, out of curiosity, but the man tripped and managed 
to break his neck. It's part of the deal, you see.” 


"Don't suppose you're going to tell us what the deal is, right?" Robert crossed his arms over his chest. He was 
pouting. He knew he was pouting. But he was owed answers, blast it all. "Gets a mite tiresome, stumbling about 


in the dark, with mountains moving and all." 


"Well, I'd love to tell you. But, you see, | don't know why the mountain is moving either." He walked a few paces 
away from them and picked up his helmet. "As for your having made it this far.." He gazed down at a bright 
red feather that fluttered from the top of his helmet, one finger toying with its edge. "I suppose Beck will 
have to tell you. It looks as if you're meant to reach him. You're the first prince I've ever had to fight, you 


know. Samwell-Smith and McCarty always finished off anyone the Gibbs didn't dash off on the cliffs." 


Dreja stood with his helmet in his hands, and no one could think of anything else to say. Tendrils of mist rose 


and curled about the tree tops nearest to the mountains. None of it seemed to reach the clearing where Dreja 
stood, still unmoving, helmet in his hands and blue eyes fixed on nothing in particular. They gazed inward, at his 
own thoughts, as if Robert and Jonesy weren't even there. It was rather unnerving. 


Robert shifted his shoulder blades, trying to shake off the discomfort he felt. He dismounted and walked up to 
Dreja. 


"Look, can you even fight?" 

"Yes" 

"But you'd rather look at the mountain..?" 
‘| suppose." 

"Do you want to fight?" 


"l. suppose so. Its been three years, you know. The mountain has never moved before." He turned his head and 
studied the mist that hung over the far treetops with the air of an academe. "I'm sure you've been able to 
observe that while the mist is coming closer as well, it's not spreading. Not as it should be. This entire forest 
should be shrouded in mist by this point" He fiddled with the visor of his helmet. It rose with a squeak, badly 
in need of oil. Dreja had to force it back down, and it lowered with a tired, rusted groan "You know," he said, 
his voice even slower and more thoughtful and utterly unhurried, "I don't wonder if maybe someone's not 


trying to do away with Radnor Forest." 


For the split second that followed those words, Robert felt sorry for Dreja. Three years. Three years just 
standing about in a forest, studying mountains and mist and clouds and perhaps hoping that a knight or a 
prince or anyone, really, would make it past Samwell-Smith and McCarty so that he could change his routine, if 


only a bit. And so, for that one split second after his words, Robert felt sorry for Dreja 

He wasn't going to be fighting anyone this time either. 

Robert stepped aside, teeth clamped over his lower lip and a cringe in his shoulders and in his eyes, as a large, 
heavy tree branch whistled down through the air. It caught Dreja just behind his head. There was a crunch 
and a deep, ripped crack and then a grunt that was more thoughtful than surprised. Dreja folded over and fell 
unconscious to the ground in a heap of groaning, useless armour. 

Jonesy tossed away the remaining half of the tree branch. He dusted his fingers off on his thighs. 


"My apologies, Dreja, but we simply don't have time for this anymore." 


"| doubt he could even really kill anyone," Robert said. He gazed down at Dreja's face. It looked calm and serious, 


even knocked out. "Hope you don't get too bad of a headache, man" 


They left him there, with his helmet a few feet away and its feather fluttering, as if waving goodbye. It 


seemed forlorn to Robert, and he found himself waving goodbye to it as well 


"Dreja's never been cut out for this type of thing," Jonesy said. "I don't know what possessed them to take up 
this job. And it would've been nice if someone had told me it was them guarding Princess Creiddylad" Storm 


clouds gathered over Jonesy's eyes once more. "Jimmy. That bastard. | bet he knew. But no, he-ROBERT!" 


Robert had no time to react. In the next instant, Gwalchmei let out a frightened whinny and reared, kicking at 
the air. Robert was tossed off his saddle. He landed with a jar that sent bright cracks of light into his head 
and blood into his tongue. He heard Jonesy's horse whinny as well, then clop back and forth as Jonesy tried to 


calm it and Gwalchmei down. Robert gritted his teeth against the pain that shot up his hip and looked back at 
Jonesy and the horses. 


A large, black spear was jammed into a tree behind them. The bark had split almost down to the roots. 
Something hollow and sick began to grow in Robert's stomach, emptying out his lungs and squeezing his heart. 


Jonesy dismounted and stood as close as he could to the horses, his own to the left and Gwalchmei to the 
right. He ordered Robert to get the hell over here with his eyes. They were hard and alert as Jonesy scanned 
their surroundings. Robert pressed close to Gwalchmei's sweat drenched, trembling side, and tried to push 
breath back into his lungs. His chest rose and fell in sharp, rasped out breaths, his eyes dry and stinging 
because he was afraid to blink he didn't even want to think move swallow he didn't want to die. 


A rustle of feet over leaves and twigs came from somewhere ahead of them. Whoever it was didn't care for 
stealth. He crunched and skittered and snapped and whistled his way toward them. A strange, shrill hum 
followed his footsteps. After a while, Robert realized that the hum had a melody. It was a soft, lilting melody, 
punctuated by calls and whistles that resembled birds. 


The melody made its way into the clearing, wrapped around a lanky, loping man dressed in worn, patched up 
black clothes. He had messy black hair and filthy hands and a black bundle strapped to his back and his eyes 
had an intense, coiled laughter in them that didn't reach his lips. He stood looking from Robert to Jonesy, 
twirling something in one hand, over and over, faster and faster, modulating the eerie melody in the air with 


every minor flick of his wrist. He cawed and trilled, then checked the object in his hand in place. 


It was a stick. A plain wooden stick. Bits of string were tied to it, weighed down with flat metal disks and 
pebbles and all manner of trinkets. 


"Right-o," the man said. "And where ye get off knockin’ out Dreja, eh? The man as never's seen no fightin’, see. 
Kinda rude to just pop ‘im off." 


He pocketed his stick and licked his lips and, all of a sudden, looked utterly uncomfortable and out of place. He 
scratched at the back of his head and looked across at the spear that stuck out of the tree a few paces 


from where Robert and Jonesy stood, too apprehensive to do anything but stare at him. 
"Ah. Near forgot | tossed that at yer. Pretty good aim, huh?" 
"You aimed it at Robert," Jonesy said. 


The man looked affronted. "Wot? | never aimed no spear at no stinkin’ Robert. The tree, see. | aimed it at the 
tree. An | got it, didn'l? Gave ye a fright, didnt?" He laughed, a sudden, staccato sound that was as startled by 
itself as Robert was startled by it. 


Robert forced himself to blink at last. He blinked several times, then rubbed his eyes. The sight before him 
didn't change. In fact, it was now busy undoing the straps across its chest and reaching out a hand to lower 


the bundle on its back. 
"Do you know him too?" he whispered to Jonesy. 
"Beck," Jonesy said 


Beck looked up and gave him a crooked, self-conscious grin "Aye, that's me. Good ole Geoffrey Arnold Beck. 


Don't have a rose for yer. Sorry. But hang on a minute there, and | might ‘ave a sword for yer Robert there.” 
He shook out the black bundle, and several pieces of metal clattered and clanged out onto the grass. 


"Just gimme a sec," he said. "Snothing fancy, see, but it takes a while to put it all together proper." He drew 
one grimy hand under his nose, then stood, swaying a bit, hands on his hips, looking down at the pieces of his 
sword. Robert wasn't even sure how that many pieces could even be a sword. Beck prodded one piece with his 


foot. "Ye can relax now, y'know. Not gonna be tossir any more spears yer way." 


Roberts muscles refused to relax. He stared at Beck and heard his name echo itself out in his head. Good ole 
Geoffrey Arnold Beck. Geoffrey Arnold Geoffrey. And Robert could hear that name as it hung in the kitchen at 
Wind's house. It was important. It kept coming up. Geoffrey had done something important. Billie had said we 
know Geoffrey set this in motion and now Robert could hear Dreja again, "I suppose Beck will have to tell you." 


"You," Robert said. 


Beck regarded Robert in silence, his eyes unreadable. He scratched below one ear with a dirty fingernail. After 


a while, he settled on giving Robert another crooked grin. 


"Aye," he said. "Me." 


Chapter Fifteen 


Beck's pieces of metal-so random as the lay on the grass-screwed and bolted and twisted together to indeed 
form a sword. A strange, lopsided sword, with perhaps one blade too many. Beck shook it out several times, its 
pieces creaking and swinging before he tightened them into place. He sliced the air several times with it, 
weighing it first in his right then his left hand. Satisfied, he brought it to rest over one shoulder and pointed 
his chin at Robert. 


"Quit hidi behind that horse an' let's see that sword of yers." 


It was wrapped in a blanket. That fact had never been so clear to Robert as it was now. He fumbled with the 
folds, finally shaking the blanket loose. It dropped onto the grass, blue and tattered and ridiculous. Robert 
averted his eyes. He shifted his grip on the sword's hilt and waited-for the sword to rust, for Beck to laugh, 
for Jonesy to say something, anything. None of those things happened. The sword remained clean and silver and 
sharp and Beck merely shifted his eyes over the length of it and Jonesy led the horses away and stood to one 


side, arms clasped behind his back, like a man overseeing a duel or a land dispute. 


"The old man did a good job, eh?" Beck said He lowered his sword and rotated his shoulders. "Right, then. Use 
it” 


"What, now?" Robert's throat refused to let him swallow. "You're just gonna-" 


"A-yup. Jeepers, kiddo, wot you think we was gonna do? Just stand ‘bout lookin’ at one another like?" Beck licked 
his lips and smiled down at his feet. He had no armour. His boots—black, just like everything else he wore-were 
soft, scuffed leather. Robert could see one toe peeking out from a badly worn corner. "Nah. We're gonna go at 


each other, see? First man as made it this far, you. An' me, well, I'd like to see you use that sword there. So.." 


He shifted one foot. That's all Robert saw. Next thing he knew, his arm had snapped upward and forward. A 
clang rang out as his sword rose up to meet Beck's in a parry. Robert stared at the two swords as they 
groaned and pushed against each other, inches from his nose. Beck nodded, grinned, stood back and swiped again 
and Roberts arm swung in a circle to meet and deflect and he didn't think his eyes could get any bigger. 


"Fed you, didn'they?" Beck said. 


For every thrust he executed, Robert had a parry or an answering thrust swipe moving forward and just 
cutting the air with a sword he had no idea how to use. Yet he was using it. Robert heard a shrill, desperate 


laugh. His own voice rang out in his ears. 


"Jonesy! What's happening? I'm fighting this man! | can't-" He ducked sideways as Beck rushed at him, then 
brought his sword around. Beck turned and deflected his blow. Robert laughed, a hollow, frightened sound. "For 
the gods' sake, Jonesy! Do something!” 


"Robert has never used a sword in his life," Jonesy said to Beck. He was the academe again, in simple brown 
robes and his hands behind his back. His voice wasn't so much conversational as unconcerned. "How is it that 


he suddenly knows how to fight you?" 


Beck thrust. "Lady in the lake." He swiped and slashed. "Sword." He caught one of Robert's sleeves and sliced it 
open. A sting rushed up Robert's arm, warm, impossibly red blood bursting out into the air and over his skin 
and the fabric of his shirt. "Then you've got The Wind, right? Mug's game, Wind. But he done clean up that ole 
sword an’, see, there it is, all smooth and shiny." He put all his weight behind his next thrust and pushed 
Robert back with the force of it, even as Robert blocked it "To top it all off, The Kitchen God an his bird feed 
him." 

He put out one foot and caught Robert's ankle. Robert's balance was thrown, and he tumbled to the ground 
with a jar right up his hips and his spine. He gritted his teeth and felt the skin of his palm scream up his 
nerves as it was skinned over the ground But his sword still remained in his hand, between him and Beck, held 


ready. 


Beck stood over him, a queer expression in his eyes. "Gave ‘im a bit of a boost, see? Like | knew they'd do." He 
drew one knee up toward his chest and brought his foot down on Robert's elbow. 


Robert's forearm slammed into his forehead in a sickening blinding second of pain as it tore across his arm and 
his jaw his teeth his eyes bursting inside his brain. The sword was knocked out of his grip. Beck kicked at his 


elbow again. Robert screamed as he felt something wrench and give. 


Then he was on his back and Beck had lunged down to straddle him, bony knees digging into Robert's ribs. The 
point of his sword hovered by Robert's eyes. Pain pulsed and throbbed across his forehead and in the place 
along his jaw where he knew his own teeth had sliced through tongue and gums. He tasted thick metal in his 
mouth, and it mingled with the tight, whimpering agony he could feel building in his elbow as his arm lay limp 


and useless above his head. 


A smile hovered over Beck's lips. He lifted the sword away from Robert's face, slowly, slowly, with the care of 
a sculptor as he works out the fine details in marble. Robert watched as Beck brought his arm down toward 
his side, black fabric creasing as his elbow bent, clumsy stitches showing the skin underneath. The sharp edge 
of Beck's sword came to rest against the side of Robert's face. It slid back and forth once, and Robert knew 
there was a gash and that the gash was bleeding. 


But he couldn't feel anything anymore. His thoughts had emptied out, dying without a sound as he looked into 


Beck's eyes, brown and curious and mad with boredom. 
"You win," Beck said. 


His voice came from another place, from the silent part of Robert's brain that wasn't bleached white with 


pain. 


"You win, mate," Beck said 


He drew away and kicked Robert onto his side. His feet grew smaller as Robert stared at a world grown 
curiously flat and precise. Blades of grass stood in sharp contrast before his eyes, each vein and wilted edge 
and fleck of dried mud clear and real and suspended above the blood rushing in Robert's ears. He lay on his 
side, breathing through his mouth, and felt Beck's and Jonesy's voices rise up and out of the ground and into 
his head, shuddering between his eyes. 


"Is that it, then? Has he saved Creiddylad?" 
"As far as l'm concerned, aye. He can waltz right on over an' claim ‘er. l'm going home." 


Footsteps thudded across Robert's temples, and he knew a third person had entered the clearing. These 
footsteps were quick and angry and they jabbed at Robert's head and the place in his elbow where he knew his 


bones were fractured, 


The footsteps had a voice. "What are you doing?" it said. It sounded surprised and shrill and frightened and, to 
Robert's mind, betrayed. "You worl You broke his bloody arm, he's on the floor, you were above him. You won. 


You won. You can't just say he won instead! What are you doing?" 


Robert cried out as Jonesy tried to lift him up. He muttered out, "Leave me alone," and gritted his teeth, eyes 


screwed shut. 


"He won," Beck said. His voice sounded lazy. Robert heard him pulling his sword apart, squeaks and rolls and 
clinks weaving in and out of his words. "Look, Relf, I'm tired, see? All | do is sit me bum out ‘ere for three 
years, right, an’ that weren't what you promised. I'm bored. I've ‘ad it up to me grey matter with waitin’ for 


somethin’ to make it past darlin’ Samwell-Smith and good ole McCarty. See? Im bored. Im leavin." 


"You moved the mountain. It's pushing the tower out of the forest. Its flattening out the whole forest and 


pushing out her tower and then everyone will see it!" 


"Well that's the stinkin’ point, innit? If they see ‘er, then they can just come and get ‘er down. She can get 
herself down. Hell, you can get ‘er down. Any ole person can go and get Creiddylad down ‘cause Geoffrey Arnold 
Beck is goin’ home, see? Arr he's taking his forest with ‘im and he's not hearin’ any more about it” 


Beck's feet loomed closer to Robert's eyesight. They shifted a bit, then one rose and disappeared. Pain rocked 
across Robert's body as Beck flipped him onto his back again. He looked down at Robert with a frown 


"Look, I'm the last knight. Art | say you won. She's yours. You go up to ‘er tower and get ‘er down. In a few 
minutes, there'll be no more stinkin’ Radnor Forest. I'd get out. Tower's ‘bout the only thin’ not getting’ crushed 


by the mountain." 


Robert turned his head and saw the third man. 


He was short and blond and had blue eyes. He wore a fancy, clean suit of armour. It was silver and polished 
and he wore a tunic over it with a black rose stitched over the chest and everything was new and expensive 


and Robert knew he had never seen a day of fighting or work in his life. He coughed and licked dry lips. 
"| don't." he said. He swallowed saliva mixed with blood. "I don't love her." 


‘Of course you don't," the man said bitterly. "Beck worked this out just as it pleased him. He's destroyed the 
forest, and now he's given Creiddylad to the first knight that doesn't even love her." His lips curled back over 
his teeth in disgust. "You're not even a knight. You're a goat herder." 


Beck snorted. He bent down and wrenched Robert to his feet. He balanced him against his body, as if Robert 
were drunk, and began to walk him out of the clearing. Robert didn't even bother to resist. This was the end of 
the quest, whatever it was. He let Beck lead him, Jonesy and the third man falling into step behind them after 
a while. Ahead, Robert could see the mist covered mountains. They bounced closer and closer as Beck walked 


dragged pushed him along. Once he realized Robert could walk on his own again, he shoved him away with a 


laugh and walked on ahead, still leading them. Robert cradled his elbow to his side and followed. 


The forest opened up once more, and Robert found himself standing beneath the hulking grey mass of the 
mountains. The mist that gathered about them wrapped around a single tower, completely obscuring it from 
view. No mist reached the forest. It hovered in thick, white clouds over and around the mountain, cold and 


heavy with moisture. There was no sunlight here, no sky, no movement, and no life. 


"Ladies an’ gents," Beck said, "may | present the Princess Creiddylad's tower." 


Chapter Sixteen 


Princess Creiddylad was twenty-one. She had been a prisoner in her tower for three years. The thing, you see, 
Beck said, is that, three years ago, Creiddylad was to be married. Decent fellow. A prince. All nice and proper. 


"Then along comes poor Keith Relf there,’ he pointed at the clean and peeved looking knight, "and he quite 
fancies Creiddylad, see? But what is he not? That's right. He's not a prince. So. He says to me, he says: Beck, 
‘elp me out, you gotta get me an’ Creiddylad out of this ‘ere mess. He said it better, of course. The point is, | 
got ‘em out of their mess." 

Jonesy looked up from where he was busy tending to Robert's wounds. "By locking the princess in a tower?" 
Beck grinned. "By locking them both in the tower. Then | set up all this mist, see? And big hulkin’ mountains, and 
a forest that knows if anyone's coming, and a whole slew of knights. A whole network of protection just so Relf 


there an’ ‘is bird can live in peace." 


"And now you've ruined it," Relf said. "Once the mountain crushes what remains of the forest, the tower will 


be out in the open, the mist will fade, and how long do you think it will take her father to find her again?" 
“Couple'a months?" Beck said. He shrugged. "I'd get up there, pack, and start runnin." 

"Damn you, man! You promised” 

"Yeah, | bloody well did. An' now I'm tired of it, right? God, one more year and I'll go insane. Why can't ye just 
run off like normal lovers? Ye might get a few good years together before ‘er dad comes down and kills you 
an’ drags ‘er back." 

Relf's cheeks coloured "Because l-l" 


Robert held up his good arm. “All right, all right, enough!" 


Everyone turned to state at Robert. For once, they all seemed to agree on what expression to wear. They all 


looked shocked. Robert took a deep breath. 

"Look, Relf, sir, | don't love Princess Creiddylad. The last thing | want to do is marry her. I'm only here because 
my village's druid threatened to burn down my tent and my goats if | didn't come out here and save her. And 
now | have. For all the good it seems to be doing anyone." He glared at Beck as he opened his mouth to 
interrupt. "I'm not finished" He frowned at Relf. "Creiddylad can only marry a prince, correct?" 


"Y-yes.." 


He turned his frown on Beck next. "You know how to get out of here, right? Won't be much forest left in a 


few hours anyway. So you lead us out of here." 
"Anw why should | do what ye say, eh?" 


"Because | might know a way to fix this whole bloody mess," Robert said. He took a deep breath and looked at 
Jonesy. The man even looked impressed. But that expression was soon replaced with his usual air of detached 
impassiveness. Robert smiled at him. "Thanks for setting my arm, by the by." He took a certain amount of 
satisfaction out of how Jonesy needed a while to stop looking thrown by Robert's words. "I need you to gather 
up Dreja. | wouldn't like him to get crushed by that mountain” 


He rose to his feet. 


"And now, if you don't mind, | have to rescue the princess." He turned to face Beck. "Right? | need to physically 


remove her from that tower? I'm guessing nobody else can" 
Beck nodded. 


Robert didn't wait for any more signs of permission. Now that he had come this far, he found that he was 
just tired. Perhaps most of the confusion had cleared up-although he had still had a few questions for Jonesy, 
once this was all over-but Robert found that he didn't mind the confusion all that much anymore. He knew one 
thing: He would not fail. He would save the princess. He would walk up the tower steps and reach her room and 
take her down and hand her to Relf and that would be that. Because that's what Geoffrey Arnold Beck wanted. 
Whether that made any sense or not to Robert, he knew it to be true. Frankly, it was a relief to finally know 
that nothing was going to stop him. 


A gust of wind made its way down the stairs. It blew back Robert's hair and caressed his cheeks and Robert 


smiled. 

He reached a plain, wooden door. His skinned palm itched and burned as he turned the knob. 

Creiddylad sat with her elbows on her knees, hands clasped and pressed against her lips. She gazed at Robert 
with so much sadness that it stopped him in his tracks. Tear tracks made their way down her cheeks. They 
were white and pale and soft and she was everything Robert thought she would be: Blond and clear blue eyed 
and slim and frail and beautiful as moonlight is beautiful, unreal and distant and nothing he would ever want. 
Her lips trembled and contorted as she looked at him, fresh tears welling up beneath her eyes. 

"He's dead, then. They're all dead. Sam and Jim and Dreja and Beck and.. and..." 


She covered her eyes and sobbed, her shoulders shacking. 


Robert stammered. He reached out a hand and tried to touch her shoulder. She drew back with a strangled 


sob. Robert's heart contracted in shame. 


"No, don't-don't cry, princess, |-Nobody's dead. They're all-Well, Beck and Relf are outside. And Samwell-Smith 
and McCarty deserted. Dreja might have a headache, but he's otherwise all right and-" 


Creiddylad drew a hand below her nose and then pressed her wrist against her lips. Her eyes roamed over 
Robert as her tears subsided She lowered her hand and chewed on her lower lip. 


"He's not.. dead..? Keith isn't." 


"He's alive. And I'm taking you to him." He held out his hand. "The forest is being destroyed. We have to get out 


of here." 


| know," she said She got to her feet and placed her hand in his. "Beck made it so that the tremors weren't 
felt up here in the tower, but every day we've just stood by the windows, watching the mountain draw closer 
and then just push us along. It was..." She smiled, shyly at first, then with the fond tenderness of love. "IT was 
even a bit funny. Dreja kept measuring it and-" Her eyes searched out Robert's. "They're really alive? All of 
them?" 


"Yes." 
She bit her lip in thought. "But then how..2" Her face relaxed into understanding. "Geoffrey," she said. 


Then she let Robert lead her down the stairs and out into the clearing. She gazed back at Robert for a 
moment, her expression hovering between thankfulness and mistrust, before she rushed into Relf's arms. His 
face broke into a smile as soon as he saw her, all of the peevishness from before replaced by love and relief. 


They embraced and kissed and held on tightly to one another and Robert tried very hard not to sigh. 
"Right," he said to Beck "Let's gather Dreja, and you lead us out of here." 


The ragged, motley party made its way across the forest in silence. Robert handed Gwalchmei over to Relf and 
Creiddylad. He rode with one arm looped protectively around her waist, and she rested her head against his 
chest, looking somewhat dazed, but happy. She was too pale, and not very well fed. Neither was Relf. It struck 
Robert that these were very young and foolish people. They were in love. That's all that mattered to them, 
health and safety and parents and countless of dead knights be damned. 


Robert would be glad to get home at last. He wanted nothing more than to stare into the eyes of his goats 
and know that he would never, ever let anyone harm them. 


"So," Beck said. He walked with his arms folded behind his head. His eyes shifted toward Jonesy, who walked his 


horse along, an unconscious Dreja draped across its back, and looked straight ahead. "How's Jimmy?" 
"He's fine, Beck." 


"Bet 'e didn't know it were me, huh? Never would'a sent ye lot out ‘ere otherwise. But | could feel ‘im, you 


know. He sent Robert there to Old Man Wind's house and | near pissed myself laughin’. ‘E's always so scared l'm 


gonna do somethin to ‘im. Jeepers. As if | cared that much..." 
He smiled and gazed off into the distance and said no more. 


When they finally stepped out of Radnor Forest, the mountains crawling behind them in a bizarre, silent 
destruction of trees and grass and ground, Robert stood by himself for a while. He looked all around him and 
saw hills and swaying grass and wildflowers and a blue sky dotted with flat, wispy clouds. Behind him, he could 
feel Jonesy and the others. They waited for him to do whatever it was that he was going to do. He had no 
clear idea what it was either. He only knew that if he stood still enough, if he just let things flow through him, 
he would do what needed to be done. 


And then it struck him. He opened his mouth and he knew the words would be correct. 


"Where is the canary yellow bridge?" 


Chapter Seventeen 


King Barry the Infinite came up over a bend, followed by the twins. Only it was no longer King Barry the Infinite. 
This man wore a thicker beard and he moved with less pomp and circumstance. A little boy perched on his 

shoulder, eyes curious and bright as his father held him place. Two more kids came at his heels, followed by a 
dog and a dark haired woman and the twins and three more dogs and a plump, blond woman who held Maurice's 


hand and more children and the whole bevy of them came up to Robert and his battered, dirty group. 


"You made it," Barry said. "And | see everyone trudged out of there too. Good" He shifted the little boy on his 
shoulder, bouncing him a bit. "What can | do for you?" 


Robert opened his mouth, then closed it again. He looked from Barry to the children to the dogs to Maurice 
rubbing his laced hands over his bald spot. 


"Are you not.. kings anymore?" 


Robin looked at Creiddylad and did a very poor job indeed of masking his desire to call her Cruddylump to her 


face. Common courtesy won out in the end. "The princess is safe. You rescued her. Our contract is now over." 
"But " 


Relf bristled from atop Gwalchmei. "Was this how you planned to solve our problem?" He scoffed. "All | see are 


dirty peasants and their brood." 


Children," Barry said. His opinion of Relf, Robert could see, was not exactly high. He regarded the man with cold 
disinterest before he smiled at Robert. "He's quite incorrect about the peasants part as well, as your luck 


would have it" 


He motioned for Robert to follow him, and the whole procession of children, dogs, men, wives, knights and one 
princess moved into his house. It was still a manor, but it looked a bit worse for wear than the last time 
Robert had seen it. Whereas last time it had looked grand, it now looked worn and lived in. Toys were strewn 
about the floor, and the smell of countless family dinners and outings hung in the air, mingled with the 
fragrance of fresh flowers and musty, aged wood. Barry set down his son and walked over to a cabinet in the 


dinning hall. He pushed aside several sheaves of paper and pulled out a crown. 
It looked ancient. 


"Time is very soft in the places we inhabit," Maurice said, his voice taking on the cadences of an oft-repeated 


phrase. "Last time we saw you was, oh, what, five? Ten..?" 


"Nine years ago," Robin said. 


"Nine?" Jonesy said. "Do you mean to tell me it took us nine years to reach Radnor Forest and rescue the 
princess?" He threw an accusatory glance at Beck. "What were you thinking? Robert was supposed to come 


back a hero! The village must think he's dead by now." 


Beck held up his hands in a helpless shrug. "Ey, imagine how extra heroic ‘e'll look now. No one expected ‘im to 
ever come back, and there ‘e is." He stuffed his hands into his pockets and muttered at the floor. Robert 
caught the words down in your book anyway before Beck fell silent. 


"It didn't take you nine years to save her," Barry said. "It took you nine years to get here." He blew dust off 
the crown. He pulled open several drawers and riffled inside them until he found a bottle of polish and a rag. He 
sat down at the dinning hall table and set about the task of cleaning the crown. "And you'll gain back your nine 


years as you travel back." 
"And what about me?" Relf demanded. 


Robert looked to Creiddylad and wondered what she saw in him. She was busy getting acquainted with the 
bare-chested, bare footed toddlers that had gathered about her, and seemed oblivious to how rude the love of 


her life was. 

"You get crowned," Robin said. 

"Which will make you a king," Robert said. "Which will give you the right to marry Creiddylad” 
"What? I'll be the king of this filthy hovel?" 

"Home," Barry said. "And, yes, we would have to move out" 


"But that's fine by us," Maurice said. "Cause we were planning to move out anyway. Bought a place out in-" 
And he used a word that no place in any map Robert had ever seen had. 


Relf didn't look any more thrilled than he had before. He looked around him with unconcealed dismay, one hand 
reaching out for Creiddylad's, as if he were being sentenced to marooning out in some deserted island. He could 
only manage a startled blink as Barry stood and dropped the now-clean-crown on his head and proclaimed him 
King Keith. Everyone in the house bowed, even Jonesy and Beck, who looked as if they wanted to burst into an 
impassioned lecture in one case and into rude, raucous laughter in the other. Dreja, of course, still out cold, 
could not bow, but no one held that against him. 


King Keith was told to return within a week, given a fresh horse and, still looking dazed, he mounted and 


prepared to ride off. 
‘ll make sure no one sees ye," Beck said. "A week should be easy, wot?" 


Creiddylad kissed Robert's cheek before she allowed Barry to lift her onto Relf's horse. "Thank you," she said. 


Robert couldn't think of anything knightly or heroic to reply, so he said, "No problem" and smiled. He bent down, 


plucked a small red flower, and handed it to her. 


She threaded it through her hair as she waved goodbye, Relf stoic and quiet and just moving on and leaving 
the dirty great mess of them behind. Their shapes eventually disappeared into the distance, growing into a 


small, inconsequential blur amidst the road and the trees and, above it all, the hills. 
"Good riddance," Robin said. 


Beck dropped down onto the grass and blinked. "I. | can't believe it. Its.. it's over?" He stared up at Jonesy. "It's 


over? Is it really over?" 

"For you, yes," Barry said. "You can head off wherever you want now." 

That idea seemed too grand and wonderful for Beck. He sat on the ground and mouthed wow and jeepers and 
it's over until everyone wandered away and simply left him at it. Three years was a rather long time, and no 
one could bring him or herself to snap Beck out of the stupor his newfound freedom inspired in him. There 
was dinner to see to, and drinks, and baths and, when Robert finally stepped outside again (clean and fed and 
with a proper bandage for his arm and wounds), Beck was already gone. 


He had rather wanted to say goodbye to the man, even if he had broken his elbow. 


Robin came to stand beside him, a glass of water in his hand. He sipped and swallowed and, after a while, 
cleared his throat. 


"Barry wanted me to mention that, if you should wish to, you could ride off west and follow the river for a 
few miles. If you ride fast enough, you might catch her." 


A flutter of hope caressed Robert's heart. "West..2" 

Robin finished his water in one gulp. He drew a hand over his lips. "And if you ride fast enough." 

"And Jonesy?" 

"Has a lot of writing to do. Being as Jimmy will likely bury him in bothersome questions, Barry has offered to 
let him stay here for a few days. Finish it off. Immortalize you. We can bang out the details of how you 
crossed our bridge. All that.." He waved his hands as if everything about it was too tedious for words. "As a 
bonus, we shall not be tossing him off the bridge." 


"And my goats? Strider?" 


"Funny thing about being able to fuss about with time. Possessions-tents, goats, one flea-ridden dog-why, they 
shift places and people just don't seem to notice. Silly people." 


That was all Robert needed to know. 


Gwalchmei rushed westward before the day was over. Robert leaned into the wind and, in his mind's eye, he 
could already see the next bend and the next and the next and the last. He could already hear the sweet, lilting 
music, the deep thump of the drum. Bonzo's laughter surrounded him and Maureen's eyes called to him and he 


could already see them. 
And whatever came next would not make it into any book or song. 


And that was fine by Robert. 


Coda 


Above him, a clear blue sky. All around him, trees. Not a great, hulking mountain in sight. That was well behind 


him. There was only road ahead of him, and no one in it but himself. Now and forever. 


He shifted the bundle on his back and whistled. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a plain wooden stick 
decorated with bits of string and coins and pebbles. He twirled it a few times and listened for the eerie, 
melodic hum it produced As he walked along, he twirled it faster and faster and faster, until the song it 


produced spread out and filled the air around him. 
Jimmy, he knew, could hear it from miles away. 
Jimmy hadn't heard it in three years. 


Beck smiled to himself. ‘Jimmy, you sly old goat. | may just owe ye for this whole mess. But I'll be damned if I'll 
be payin’ ye back in a good, long while." 
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